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To Mom and Dad,
For supporting my dream, no matter how impossible
 



CHAPTER ONE
 
I was never supposed to live. 
At least, that was what my mother would scream at me during her rages, her face twisted into savage fury as she lunged at me—either to kill me or mutilate me, I could never really tell.  
“You are wrong! You are an abomination!” she cried before charging at me, her right arm raised high as if to slay me in one swift, ferocious plunge. 
Yet, for reasons that still escape me, she would never make that one final move. She would always stop mid-leap, her face frozen and twisted for a few terrifying seconds before I would see her body slacken, her tendons snapping and releasing like broken cords as she fell heavily to the floor, just before reaching me. What I remember most clearly was that moment of calm, chilling stillness, just before her legs would collapse beneath her, where her eyes, wide and unblinking, would focus solely on mine. Even when the rage turned into haggard despair and she crumbled before me, she would never look away.  
That memory, that horrifying image of my mother that I could never entirely erase, was the first thing that entered my mind when my world started falling apart. 
The beginning of my destruction started out suspiciously enough. White blurred into black in front of me, the steam rising like smoke and clogging my breath as I stirred, clink, clink, clink. My face was heated, too hot, and I swiped a quick hand over my damp brow before I mustered up a smile. 
“Here you are.”
“Oh, uh, no. I ordered a white mocha. Not a mocha mocha.”
I lifted tired eyes to his face, lowering my chin in apology. “Shoot, sorry. Just hang on a sec.”
“Yeah well, hurry up would you? I have class in like, two minutes.”
Then maybe you shouldn’t be stopping three blocks away for some chocolate coffee. My smile didn’t transmit my thoughts as I grabbed the still steaming cup. I adjusted my apron as I walked back to the coffee station, wincing as the hot cardboard began to scald my fingertips. I swore as I thunked it down onto the counter and the coffee hit my hand. 
Holding my hand against my stomach, I used the other to grab a fresh cup and tried to ignore the sounds of impatient patrons behind me. 
What was wrong
with me today? 
I felt normal, but not quite. My mind felt thick, my focus slightly wavering on the edges, enough to make me slightly dizzy. I blinked, trying to bring clarity back to both my vision and my thoughts as I fiddled with the espresso machine. Once started, I leaned my forehead against the cool cabinet doors above, waiting for my heated, slick skin to finally cool down.
“You okay? You look like you’ve found a hidden portal in that espresso.”
Macy Forrester’s warm brown eyes were trained on mine as I glanced behind me and at her.  
“Is it a portal back in time? ‘Cuz I could really use a do-over this morning.”
I squinted, trying hard to focus on her. She went hazy for only a moment before my eyes readjusted. 
“No, I’m fine, it’s just been a busy morning,” I finally replied as I turned the dial on the milk steamer. I couldn’t even muster up the energy to banter with my best friend like I usually did.
Macy raised her perfectly plucked brunette eyebrows. “You’re not seriously stressed, are you? You should have seen my morning. I usually bomb Natural Science, but this morning was a particularly epic explosion.” Her eyes followed me as I walked past her and dropped the guy’s white mocha in front of him. “Mixed up my molecules. Probably destroyed the atmosphere. It wasn’t pretty.”
“You know me, always in my own head.” I smiled at her, hoping I looked more normal than I felt. “Sorry I missed your near-explosion, though.”
“More like my near-death. ” She leaned her elbows on the pick-up counter, making herself at home.  
My shift-mate, a sullen girl named Andrea, made sure to give Macy the stink-eye as she plopped a drink on the counter beside mine. Macy smiled serenely in return. 
The guy held out dollar bills to pay, but I waved him away. “On the house. Sorry about the mistake.”
Pleased, he turned away without so much as a thank you, making room for the next person. 
“Large coffee. Extra light.”
I nodded, twisting around to pour coffee out of the decanter and narrowly avoiding crashing into Andrea. The rush before the university’s four o’clock classes was starting, and with only Andrea and I on the floor, it was becoming exhausting and cramped behind the counter. I powered through, refusing to succumb to my dizziness, even if it was making my surroundings tilt sideways. Rent was due soon. I couldn’t afford to miss it.  
“So I have gossip,” Macy said, oblivious to the people navigating around her. The sound of their voices and footsteps ricocheted against my body, clogging my ears, their movements like clusters of nits clouding my eyes. It took severe effort for me to keep my attention on Macy as I ran around, grabbing milk, pouring espresso, blending frappes.  
I clutched the espresso lever a little tighter. “What about? You know I’m always the last to hear it.”
Macy sighed extravagantly before saying, “Which I will never understand, since I’m always the first, and you’re my best friend.” It didn’t seem to occur to Macy that I didn’t go to NYU with her. Or any college for that matter. “I saw someone today. Well, a guy and a girl, but you know who I care about.”
I smiled weakly in response. While most people found New York City streets to have an endless supply of strangers, mysterious and boring alike, Macy seemed to run through all them like tepid water, always thirsty for the next—especially if the next turned out to be an exotic, tropical waterfall. 
“Well, have you scoped him out yet?” I asked, only half curious. My mind was more concerned with the increasing demand for coffee and this weird fugue-state that I couldn’t seem to get rid of.  Flu, maybe? Low blood sugar?
“No, but I’ve heard rumblings,” she answered. “He just transferred to NYU. I think. He wanders around campus at least. Definitely not homeless, though.” Macy nodded her head, agreeing with herself. “Must be a student. Anyway, Amanda and Liz have both talked to him, and they say he is way, way hot. Even up close.” 
I gave myself enough time to turn my head to whisper back in mock-seriousness, “Could this be it?”
“You mean, could he be the answer to all your dreams?” She leaned farther over the counter, her eyes hopeful. “Maybe.”
It was Macy’s goal to set me up with my soul mate, a goal she’d never given up despite two years of knowing me and my tendency to stay away from everyone, even the male models Macy would so shamelessly plop down in front of me, her own set of Ken dolls she wanted me to fall in love with. 
BOOM. I turned back around too fast, crashing into Andrea. Coffee spattered as the cups Andrea was holding fell to the ground. I teetered on the edge of impact beside her, barely avoiding sending both of us into the hot mess. I threw my hand up against the counter for balance, my growing sweat causing my hand to slide sharply to the right, skidding against the metal as I faltered.
“Aak!” Macy staggered back, her hand going up to wipe her forehead. Then, because that exclamation didn’t quite cover her pain: “Hell mother! You ass! F—uh, fountain…” she finished, using her remaining good eye to track a mother with a stroller as she walked by. 
“Watch it.”
Her tone was flat, almost lifeless. Even through my dizziness, I was surprised. Andrea wasn’t the friendliest, but she usually forgave my coffee mistakes. She and I had been working here together for two years now, and I thought we’d developed a sort of grudging acceptance of each other.  
Confused, my mouth began to form a question, but no sound came out. Because once I looked at her face, my vision cleared, my ears popped, and my body steadied. And my eyes widened in horror.  
She gave me a cold smile, only one side of her mouth tipping up at me before she walked around me without another word, without even an apology, turning the corner smoothly before she was completely out of sight. 
“Did—did Andrea get braces or something?” I managed to ask as soon as she was out of earshot. 
“That chick’s a piece of granite. A rude one,” Macy said as she continued to wipe her forehead. “She didn’t even flinch when you smacked into her. No, I don’t think so. Then again, my eyes were too busy being scalded to look up.”
“Huh,” I said, continuing to stare at the spot Andrea had just vacated. “Weird.”
“What’s weird?” Macy smoothed down the front of her sweater-dress and adjusted the strap of her book-bag before she resumed her position, looking back at me as I continued to stand in the center of the service area. “Emily?”
“Miss?”
“Come on, it should not take this long to pour a cup of coffee.”
Grumblings all around. Macy made sure to give them all a good glare. “Oh, get to class already.”
I blinked a few times before I mentally rejected what was in no way possible in the first place. I focused back on Macy and was relieved that I could see her, clear as day. Even more reassuring, I no longer felt like I was in a coffee shop tilt-a-whirl, the ground once again secure beneath my feet.
 “Nothing. Never mind. Welcome to Cream of the Cup, what can I make you today?”
I resumed taking orders, trying to shake off the image and the feelings that came with it as probably a strange flashback from my past. Nightmarish childhood images that I hadn’t really thought of since moving in with my aunt ten years ago. Frightening images. That had to be what was happening to me today. 
Because there was no way I just saw blackened, rotting rows of fangs when Andrea curled up her lips. 
“All right dude, I gotta go.” Macy’s face took on a determined look, her face flushed; a trait of hers that always clued me in to when her emotions were running high.  I laughed, shaking off my vision of Andrea as nothing but a product of my overactive and slightly disturbed imagination. “Mace, take a breath! You haven’t even met him yet!”
“Yeah, well you just wait,” she said. It sounded ominous, as if she already knew the effect he would have on us both. 
I continued to laugh, relaxing as the warmth of it covered any last traces of unease.
If only I knew then just how right Macy was and how doomed we both were upon meeting him. If I had known, then maybe I would have acted. Maybe I could have prevented. 
I could have saved us.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
The rest of the evening was thankfully uneventful. As the hours ticked by, the coffee crowd at Cream of the Cup
died down and Andrea was back to her surly self, no rotting incisors in sight. 
As soon as the clock hit ten, I closed up shop, wiping down the workstation and relaxing under the dim lights. Muffled horns and sirens sounded outside the window, but I found that a comfort as I turned off the stereo system and listened to the sounds of my city. My home.
I waved to Andrea as I headed downstairs to the lockers, untying my apron as I descended. My skin felt sticky from drying sweat, and I badly wanted to get back to my apartment and have a long, hot shower. I hummed under my breath as I turned the combination lock, eager to put in my earphones and zone out as I walked home. 
Snap. 
My head shot up at the sound. I looked left, then right, but only saw an empty row of lockers, tilting slightly due to the cracked foundation underneath them. Andrea was long gone, leaving me alone in the basement. I eyed the shadowed corners a little more warily. 
The fluorescent lighting above me flickered, and I looked up. 
Snap. 
Frowning, I stuffed my apron in my locker and grabbed my purse, cursing again as the cord of my earphones got caught in the grooves of the metal door. 
No way. No way was I going to be that girl—the one who calls out “Who’s there?” all trembling-like before she trips and is attacked from behind. No way were these stupid earbuds going to be the reason I was murdered in a dank, moldy basement. 
I gave one last, hard yank, releasing the wires with a snapping sound that couldn’t be good, but I didn’t hesitate as I raced back to the basement steps and took them two at a time. 
“Oh, damn it!”
I raced back down the stairs, so fast that not even missing a step made me tumble, and threw open my locker to grab my jacket. 
Snap. 
Holding my pea coat out like a whip, I made like a gazelle back to the steps, refusing to look back into the shadows as I re-entered the coffee shop and slammed the basement door behind me. 
I leaned against it, catching my breath as I shook my head. Darkness never scared me. Darkness couldn’t scare me, not after everything that happened, and yet here I was, scared of a dark basement. 
So cliché. 
Still shaking my head at myself, I dragged my arms through my navy blue jacket, pulling up the hood in preparation for the light rainfall outside. I checked my earphones, saw that no damage had been done, and jammed them into my ears before turning my circa-2009 iPod on loud, pushing through the glass-double doors. I pulled down the metal partition over the doors and windows and locked it, noticing with vague interest that yet another graffiti tag had been added onto our growing mural of indecipherable spray-paint words. Turning, I began my walk home down Broadway, my head lowered as I half-walked, half-strode down the street at a pace that any New Yorker can attest to. 
My route took me past rowdy dive bars and quiet restaurants, the golden glow of both cascading out onto the glistening sidewalk. With the rain also came the smell of the underground sewers, but I barely grimaced as I walked over the steaming sewer grates and weaved through dawdling crowds, my music drowning out all sound. 
I was turning left onto West 3rd Street, waiting at the stoplight, when I felt it. 
There was a person—a guy—standing directly in front of me but facing away, the white and red lights of cars bouncing against the wet asphalt in all directions, putting him in a soft light. His hair was a full, dark brown, so dark it resembled the five cups black coffee that I had gulped down today. Tiny tendrils of hair brushed against the collar of his shirt as he moved his neck, and inexplicably, that is where my gaze rested. 
As my eyes trained onto the side of his neck, a strange tingling rolled through my body, almost like a wave as it began at the top of my head and flowed down into my legs. It was mild, almost non-existent, but I could feel the tiniest zing, as if I were momentarily covered in goose bumps before the feeling faded away entirely, leaving me wondering if I had even felt it in the first place. I frowned.
“Coming through!”
The loud voice and the whizzing bike that followed shot me back and I flushed as a delivery boy flew by, instantly shamed for staring so avidly at the back of a stranger’s head. I ripped out my ear buds and heard someone snicker beside me. 
The light changed and I stayed behind him as we crossed, confused. I noticed a girl beside him, her raven curls bouncing like silent bells as she said something to him and pushed him playfully in the arm. His black sweater was pushed up onto his forearm, and I saw the spiraling colors of a tattoo sleeve. Pulling my coat tighter around me, I wondered where his jacket was. 
I switched focus and frowned at the girl, not in jealousy, but over the fact that she must have been the one who snickered at me. Actually snickered. 
Thankfully, they stayed on Broadway and turned right, saving me from any more weird feelings or awkward staring as I continued down West 3rd. The street wasn’t nearly as crowded as Broadway, and I left my ear buds out as I let the staccatos of my footsteps lull my heart rate back down to normal. But my mind wouldn’t stop racing. What the hell was happening today?
Between the shadows, sounds, and unnerving tingles, I’d never been happier to cross 2nd Avenue and reach the doorstep of my building. My hands had gone cold with the walk, and I fumbled with the keys for a second as I tried to fit them in the lock. 
The door creaked as I used my hip to hold it open while I unlocked the inner door, allowing it to slam shut with the wind once I was able to get all the way inside. Taking a deep breath, I prepared myself to walk up the five flights it would take to get to 5D. Even though I’d been living in this apartment for two years, I was never able to walk these flights without taking a small break to catch my breath on the third floor. But on the positive side, I considered it to be an excellent alternative to paying for a fancy gym membership. 
My relief was palpable when I reached my front door, its questionable flesh-pink paint and all. I wanted nothing more than to forget today, first by lying against my tiny shower walls and letting the hot water cascade over me, and then by crawling into the one luxurious item I ever allowed myself—my queen sized bed. 
I bit back my sigh when I opened my door and saw Macy lounging inside on my bed. 
“Couldn’t find him,” she said as greeting, rolling over to her side to face me. “But I did find your spare keys.” She dangled her purse in front of her as evidence. “Trapped between my necklaces and lipstick.”
I dropped my purse on the floor. “No way. It’s so easy to find one person in the whole of New York City.” I gave her a smile before eying her purse. “Also, your efforts at guarding my spare set of keys are unparalleled.”
She made a face at me in response. “Why haven’t you done anything with this place yet? The white walls are depressing.”
I gave a quick glance around my 4x4 apartment as I shrugged off my jacket. A small, sadly unused desk sat in the corner, with an even sadder old laptop perched on top of it. A budget-friendly dresser was pushed up against the other available wall, purchased at Macy’s insistence at Bed, Bath & Beyond because, in Macy’s words, “I refuse to allow you to live like a caveman.”
A very tiny kitchenette stood behind me, and if it were even possible, a tinier bathroom stood behind that, with just enough room for a toilet and a shoe-sized shower—all in a very vision-pleasing, baby blue porcelain. 
Her eyebrow rose as she took in my damp, exhausted state. “Tough day?”
“A little.” I sat beside her and pulled off my boots. “I just can’t get enough of those caffeinated college students.”
“I’m not insulted by that because I only drink hot chocolate,” Macy said, lifting her legs to make room for me. “And it’s too bad, too.”
I stared hard at her, recognizing her tone. It finally dawned on me that she had styled her long, straight brown hair into perfectly coiffed waves and added black liquid liner to her eyes. Oh no. 
“So,” Macy continued, pulling innocently at the threads of my comforter, “There’s a party tonight.”
I sighed. It was Friday night, of course there was a party, and of course Macy wanted to go.
“Good! So that’s settled,” she said. “Now get ready.”
“No way.”
She threw a bag of Cheetos at me. I stared down at the bag, my brows drawing together. 
Damn her for knowing my weakness.
“Payment in advance,” she said, “For being sociable tonight.”
I had to smile. 
“Oh, and wear something hot. My new sexy stranger will probably be there, or that’s what my sources tell me.” She waved her hands around like a queen as she lounged against my pillows. “You need to be surrounded by hotness for the event, which I’ve obviously succeeded in, but now we must make you hotter.”
“You have a boyfriend, remember?” I motioned in the air with my hands. “Sandy hair, cute smile, actually nice to you. I believe you call him Rob?”
“Doesn’t mean I can’t look hot.” She leaned forward again. “Besides, it’s not me
I’m concerned about.”
For reasons unknown to me, my stomach dropped. The dark place, the part that I thought I had padlocked away years ago, drifted up to the surface and stirred in the back of my mind. I couldn’t help but sense that the reason I was so reluctant to go was not shyness or self-consciousness, both of which I possessed in spades, but something that I hadn’t felt in twelve years.
Fear.
 



 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
“You’re lucky I know that deep down, you are a good, moral values type of girl, and that is why I am letting you wear that thing.”
I rolled my eyes at Macy’s fake mom-voice as I exited my cramped bathroom—or not so much exited as fell out. 
Macy eyed me up and down as I carefully navigated toward her, wearing her sky-high black pumps that she insisted needed to go with my royal blue scoop-necked dress that she also insisted would go perfectly with my deep blue eyes, both of which she had conveniently stored in her bag before making herself at home in my apartment.
“Oh, don’t look so put upon. You’re probably going to wear your cardigan the entire time, anyway.”
“Are we going to a formal event or something?” I asked as I reached the foot of the bed. I made sure to grab my beloved gray cardigan from the top of my dresser on the way.
Macy shrugged. “No, but what’s the worst that could happen? We’re the best dressed people at the party?”
“Can’t really argue with that logic,” I said, a little reluctantly.  
Macy looked gorgeous, as usual, lounging comfortably in a sequined purple dress as she munched on my bag of Cheetos. 
I pulled my arms through the button down cardigan, lifting my loose dark blonde hair that had actually behaved for Macy tonight and was currently in her version of the “unkempt-bedhead-Victoria’s-Secret-model-wave-style.” Macy had also convinced me to let her do my make-up, a rare treat that she took full advantage of. Her expert hand had brought out the aquamarine in my eyes, and my cheeks flushed with a subtle shade of coral. 
“It always amazes me how beautiful you are,” Macy breathed in awe as she patted a coral stain on my cheeks. 
I frowned at her statement. I wanted to protest, because I knew exactly
what her fashionably diabolical mind was up to, but before I could, Macy clamped my lips shut and primly started to dab on a coral stain with her fingers. 
“Move and this stain is getting all over your chin. And it ain’t easy to remove,” she said, her face innocent as she continued her work. I glowered at her as she took a deliberately long time to finish, tilting her head all birdlike and vacant as if to say, What ever could you think I was up to?  
“You know I don’t like people looking at me,” I said once she released my jaw. 
“Well, you should have thought of that before you let me do your make-up.” She grabbed a powder brush, sending out a fragrant beige cloud as she finished with my face and handed me a compact mirror. “That’s as big a mirror as you’re gonna get. No ‘oh Mace, it’s too much!’ is going to fly with me tonight. You’re hot. Freaking own it, or else…hmm.” She paused, thinking before turning around to rifle through her purse. She whipped back around, saying, “I’ll put this on you.”
She held up scarlet red lipstick, her smile devious even as her eyes sparked with glee. “And don’t let these skinny arms fool you. I will take you down like a linebacker.”
Threatening to paint my lips red was like flashing a cross in front of a vampire. I flinched back, mere seconds away from throwing my hands up and hissing.  Macy rolled her eyes. 
I threw a Cheeto at her.
“Fine. Point made.” I waited for her to put the lipstick down before I stood up, barely glancing at the mirror before snapping it shut and handing it back to Macy. 
After slipping into my cardigan, I added an extra layer, burrowing deeper into my jacket as I followed Macy out of my apartment. 
My eyes widened once I realized the very real danger of me going down five flights of stairs in heels. I was willing to do almost anything for my friend, but I wasn’t willing to die, so after toddling behind her for two steps, I took those potential murder weapons off and went barefoot. 
“Now remember,” Macy said as she glided down the stairs, her heels nothing but an extra appendage, “No tequila for you.”
I grumbled behind her, remembering a month ago when one of her NYU friends, Nick Daniels, dared me to drink six shots of tequila in less than 30 seconds, which of course I did. 
And then puked for two hours after. 
Shy as I was, I could never turn down a dare, a phenomenon that not even Macy could explain.
“Yeah okay, Miss Pure,” I said to her as we turned the corner to descend the third flight of stairs. “Let’s not forget who was beside me, cheering me on in pirate-speak the whole time.”
She began to sing in time with her steps. “Aye, here’s to my tequila, so wild and free. As sweet as a woman’s lips, thar she be!” 
“Yeah. That,” I said, plodding behind her. “Even though pirates drink rum.”
 I made the mistake of looking down and burst into laughter when I saw her face, one side scrunched up theatrically as she ignored me and finished with, “Heave ho!”
That statement turned my laughter into sickening memories of those shots hitting the back of my throat and I groaned, gesturing for her to shut up. 
“All right, no pirate cheers tonight, since we both know that’s what got you going in the first place,” she said as she reached the entrance. “It has that effect on people. Now put your damn shoes on.”
“Alright, alright.”
Grumbling, stumbling and cursing, I finally got the shoes back on, only to straighten up and walk into drizzle when Macy stepped outside. Before I could continue grumbling, she stopped me by putting one finger into the air and saying, “I know. I owe you. But let’s go have some fun anyway, shall we? No more crotchety Ems.”
She flicked open her golf-sized Burberry umbrella and I stepped under it as we made our way to 1st Avenue. It was just like Macy to own a gigantic umbrella in NYC without heed to any other pedestrians walking around her. “What? I’m dry, aren’t I?” she would say as people lowered their own umbrellas to navigate around her. She wasn’t the exception, though—to each their own in this city. 
“What subway are we taking, anyway?”
“Oh, you know…” She was being evasive again. Evasive Macy never boded well for Crotchety Emily. “The F…”
“You’re taking me to friggin’ Brooklyn, aren’t you.” I didn’t even phrase it as a question, More like a grim realization. 
“That’s where his house is! You remember Nick, don’t you? It’s at his brownstone. Fort Greene, I think.”
She lowered her umbrella just enough to begin descending down the subway stairs. I stared down in sorrow, knowing that there were only two ways this could end: death by high heels, or death by infectious disease acquired by not wearing high heels. I chose the former, using Macy as my cane as I descended. 
“I will forever be baffled by your lack of experience in high heels,” Macy said once we reached the bottom. “Truly baffled.”
We caught the subway just in time, and after a twenty minute wait for a subway transfer that Macy conveniently neglected to tell me, the A train finally brought us to our destination. Macy had been chattering the entire time, her voice a welcome balm over my strange, confusing day. It was still raining when we walked (well, I toddled) aboveground, but Macy was undeterred as we walked towards South Portland Street. 
Ten minutes later we arrived, and even though we were still half a block away, I could already hear the bass thumping in the direction of Nick’s brownstone.
“Looks like we made perfect timing,” Macy said as she smoothly ate up sidewalk, her heels clacking against the pavement. I was less classy, all arms and legs as my rapidly swelling feet pleaded with me to sit down. 
Macy laughed and held out her hand to grab my forearm and guide me over the cracked pavement. With my heels an inch taller, a fact which I’m sure Macy deliberately orchestrated for my torture, we relaxed into comfortable companionship as we made our way to the source of the throbbing bass. 
“Fingers crossed Mr. Dark and Mysterious is here,” she said as we opened the door into a crowded and cloudy din. 
A wall of thick heat hit us as soon as we entered the house. People were splayed everywhere, most whom I recognized as Cream of the Cup
regulars, and others I didn’t, but all holding some form of liquid. We had to shoulder through a mass of gyrating people as we made our way through the main hallway and into the kitchen. 
Sure enough, two kegs stood sentry on the floor beside a wide marble kitchen counter, leaving plenty of room for the various bottles of cheap liquor and mixers that were scattered across the countertop. Macy made a beeline for the keg on the left, grabbing two red Solo cups on the way. She looked over her shoulder at me and raised a brow in inquiry. I hesitated. Beer has never really agreed with me. But, I did need a security blanket and I wasn’t about to start in on the hard stuff, not with Nick in the vicinity. 
“If you insist,” I replied with a smile as she handed me a full, frothy cup, the foam dripping down the edges and spilling slightly on the left sleeve of my cardigan. 
“Sorry,” she said, “I still haven’t gotten the hang of pouring out of a keg.”
I shrugged, not planning to drink much of it anyway.  “As long as it’s not a ploy to get me to take off my sweater,” I said to her. 
“Who, me?” Macy asked innocently before turning to the left and heading into the loudest room. 
We ended up in what was probably the living room, because only a living room should have a glistening grand piano in the corner—either that or a ballroom. The room was massive, with an iPod dock blaring in the corner underneath a very fancy looking eighteenth century lamp. I noticed that people were either in the middle of the room dancing wildly, couches pushed haphazardly out of their way, or paired up and clustered around the sides of the room. My vision took a moment to adjust. It was cloudy; someone had actually brought a fog machine and had cranked it up to its highest level. Bright lights flashed against the walls, and I saw what looked like a small black disco ball resting inside an unlit fireplace, its neon lights streaming as it turned slowly. Combined with the foggy mist, the room took on an eerie glow, obscuring the faces and bodies that writhed amid a composition of neon light and shadow. As I took in the scene, I had the thought that it bizarrely resembled a college version of an Andy Warhol painting. 
“You!”
Nick came barreling out of the crowd, his blue eyes already glazed over and his face flushed with sweat. “I recognize you! Everly!”
One side of my mouth quirked up. “Emily. But close.”
“Yes!” He gave me a hard pat on the shoulder, his own beer sloshing dangerously at his midsection. “Tequila Barbie!”
I shook my head, hoping I was conveying to him over the pounding music that no, there would be no Tequila Barbie appearance tonight. Definitely no Pirate Barbie, either. I gestured to my beer. “Just this.”
He scoffed. “Oh, whatever. Pound that down and then come find me. We’ll get you nice and sauced.” Another hard whack. “Hey, where’s the Mace-ster?”
Good question. I scanned around, but knew I had lost her as soon as Nick distracted me. Macy had a talent of disappearing if you didn’t always have her in your sights. 
“Wait, what’s your major again?”
I looked back at Nick. “Oh, no. I don’t have a major. I don’t go to college.”
“No?” Pause. “Oh, I get it. You want to be an actress.”
I opened my mouth to deny it, but then thought: why bother? It was a common assumption with Macy’s college friends, especially when they found out I was a coffee barista by day and a waitress by night. They couldn’t fathom that I was happy doing just that. I didn’t want to be an actress, or a model, or a singer. I just wanted to escape. 
So instead I just gave him a sheepish you got me look, before I politely began to turn my back on him. 
“No, wait!” His meaty, sweaty hand grabbed my forearm, sending the beer I was holding all over my sweater. 
“Sorry, sorry,” Nick said after I gasped. He held his hands up in surrender, his own beer tilting sideways. “Didn’t mean it.”
“It’s fine. Really.” I waved him off. “I’ll be fine.”
Sighing and knowing Macy would be delighted that she had inadvertently succeeded in her goal, I peeled off my soaked-through sweater and folded it onto my forearm. 
Nick departed, leaving me blissfully alone. I scanned again for Macy and finally saw her through the mist, jerking her head from side to side. I crowd-danced over to her, my body surprisingly graceful as I dodged twisting, unpredictable limbs. That was odd. I wasn’t known to dodge anything that well. 
“Yes! Found him!”
She didn’t have to tell me. I sensed him almost as soon as I was within ten feet of him, pins and needles rolling my body like a single, cresting wave before disappearing. My breath hitched as I locked my eyes on him. 
He was in the far corner, and while shadowed by the neon mist, I knew it could only be him, sitting on the armrest of a loveseat that had been pushed against the wall. His eyelids were lowered, almost casually, as if from boredom. But I recognized him.
He was the guy who had stood in front of me, the one on the street only hours ago. I knew it. I just knew it. 
His deep-set eyes were still lowered as I observed him, framed by thick eyelashes and dark brows that arced slightly above his eyes. He had been blessed with high cheekbones, the skin above them curving down sharply before connecting seamlessly with full, sculpted lips. My eyes roamed over him, unintentionally taking in every detail, from his perfect, straight nose to his distinct jawline, the full sight of him causing me to ogle him embarrassingly like I had just come across my boy band crush. But I couldn’t look away even if I wanted to. I already knew he had one sleeve of tattoos, but because he was only wearing a black T-shirt this time, I saw his other arm was covered as well. I stopped gaping only when my eyes lifted back up and reached the hollow at the center of his collarbone, and there my eyes rested. 
Against my will, my eyelids lowered fractionally as I felt the tingling sensation rush through me again. I watched as the cleft of his collarbone, bare above his V-neck shirt, rose up and down, up and down, his pulse beating rhythmically above it.  My eyes latched onto his pulse and I stared, mesmerized, as it fluttered like a butterfly underneath his delicate skin.
His eyes snapped up. 
I took a step back, surprised and mortified that I had gawked so openly. A pool of saliva had built up in my mouth and I took a loud swallow, embarrassed. 
“Dude, I thought I was the boy-crazy one here,” Macy said beside me. “Look at you!”  
I fought against the eerie spell that had settled over my body. 
“Yeah…I don’t know. I guess…” my voice trailed off. I couldn’t explain to her what just happened. I couldn’t even explain it to myself. 
“Looks like I’ve finally succeeded!” She said before becoming contemplative. “Should’ve known you’d go for a sexy bad boy.” She stared at me with interest.  “Actually, this is the first time I’ve ever seen you show interest in anyone.” 
I flushed underneath her gaze. 
“Which is why you must have him. Two years of celibate Ems is no fun for Macy, believe you me.”
She distracted me enough to tear my gaze away from him and look at her. 
“When are you going to stop referring to yourself in the third person?”
“Easy. When you get laid and I don’t have to compare you to my very sexually active, very happy self.”
“Where’s the source of your very sexually active self, anyway? Let’s go find Rob.” I made moves to turn around, but Macy remained frozen in place. 
Instead of following, she smiled and latched onto my arm, pulling me in the guy’s direction, and I balked. “Macy, no. It’s okay. My sweater’s…I need to go to the bathroom…”
She wasn’t lying when she said she had the strength of a linebacker. She wrestled me foreword and used my unsteady gait to her advantage as she practically propelled me into his arms.
“Hello!” She said as I tried to get my balance back. 
He tilted his head slightly, one side of his mouth cocking up, but he wasn’t looking at me. His eyes were specifically focused on Macy when he said, “Hello back.”
What the hell? What was I, canned dog food? 
Predictably, Macy followed up with, “And you are?” 
Her eyes were frozen on him. Then again, mine were frozen above his head. If he wasn’t going to look at me, I wasn’t going to look at him. I also didn’t want to look at him. I couldn’t get that feeling again. My body was already starting to revolt, my skin breaking out into a cold sweat. 
“Asher. Asher Benedict.” He held out his hand, which Macy took, pumping it with exuberance when she replied, “Macy Forrester, pleasure to meet you.”
Asher, my mind whispered. 
Asher slowly, carefully slid his gaze over to me. It looked like it took him effort, but I didn’t begrudge him, because I had the exact same feeling of reluctance. I squirmed underneath his very direct, very pointed gaze before saying, “Oh, um. Emily. Chaucer. Emily Chaucer.” 
Don’t look at his eyes. Don’t do it. 
I did. Pure silver greeted me. The world tilted, and I stumbled again in my heels. 
“Pull yourself together, woman,” Macy said under her breath.
The music and voices surrounding us were making it difficult to hold any conversation, so instead, Asher held out his hand to me. It hung in the air awkwardly as I stared at it, watching the tattoos on his forearm blur in and out of focus before becoming clear again. And again. My body began to hum with unseen electricity. 
“Ems?”
Macy’s voice took on a warning tone. It was a tone that said, Unless you want to spend the rest of the night in vampy red lipstick, you’d better look the hell up.  
I met his eyes again, felt the rolling tingle again, but I kept myself in control when I raised my right hand to meet his. Almost instantly, a sharp heat boiled up inside me. My hand jerked to the right, smacking right into a person walking by beside me. 
“Spastic, much?” 
The girl I hit turned her head just enough to glare at me before she disappeared into the crowd.
“Crap, sorry,” I said, and whether it was to the girl or to Asher, I didn’t know. 
He didn’t seem to notice. He was too busy looking at me strangely, almost quizzically, but as soon as I looked back at him his eyes darted away. 
“You know what, Mace? This beer tastes kind of skunky,” I yelled over the music and into her ear. “I’m gonna go grab something else.” 
I didn’t want to dwell upon my real reasons for leaving the room, but I needed to get away. The dizziness was back, the fear… 
“What?” Macy gestured to her own cup. “It tastes fine!” 
I braced myself for her not-so-subtle lecture about my need to be social around other humans, but it turned out to be unnecessary. Macy’s face changed and her eyes drifted away from me, taking on a determined look that I knew all too well.
“Actually, never mind. Go ahead! I’ll use this alone time to get to know Asher.” She said his name like it was an exotic fruit, her mouth savoring every syllable. Asher smiled warily in response. 
“Okay, good. I’ll be back in a bit.”
Without waiting for a reply, I got out of that room as fast as my death-defying heels would carry me, trying not to draw attention to myself as I precariously waddled out. I pushed sweaty arms out of the way, my beer spilling over the edges of my cup and resulting in surprised gasps as the icy liquid landed on unsuspecting limbs. 
As soon as I reached the kitchen, I let out a sigh of relief. What was that?
I mean, I wasn’t the most social of people, for obvious reasons, but I’d never felt the urge to literally scramble out of a room just because a good-looking stranger happened to be standing in it.
No. No, I was not going to think that way. I am not my mother, and I am not going crazy. I repeated that sentence over and over again as I pretended to scan the different types of liquor on the countertop. I tried to reassure myself that just because I was having certain feelings, just because I was maybe becoming paranoid for no specific reason, did not mean that I belonged in a mental institution, lying in a bed next to my mother’s. Absolutely not. I took a deep breath, slowing the heavy breathing suddenly coming out of my mouth. 
“Need help choosing?”
I startled at the sound of the voice, but recovered quickly. Even though the music continued to pulse, I heard him, crystal clear. 
I turned, wondering who was the source of the voice I could hear so brilliantly, but relaxed as I saw it was just Macy’s boyfriend, Rob Morrow. 
“Oh, hey,” I greeted him, as if nothing were wrong and my body wasn’t tense and vibrating like a thousand violin strings tangled up in knots. And my stomach… my stomach had begun clenching and retracting painfully.
His pale green eyes softened when I looked at him. He reached up and brushed a hand through his sandy, unkempt hair, looking through the open doorway to where Macy stood, still determined to implement her plans for me. He smiled before he asked, “So, Macy’s on the prowl for you again, huh?” 
Despite my physical discomfort, it occurred to me just how perfect such a nice guy was for Macy’s antics. They were complete opposites, yet their traits balanced each other out. His patience coupled with her liveliness, well, it meant he tolerated and trusted everything about her, something that was probably needed when dating such an unpredictable firecracker. Rob’s patience also translated into an understanding of her. Like right now, when he just assumed his girlfriend was chatting up a hot guy for her best friend’s benefit. Who knew guys like this even existed anymore?
“Of course,” I said, cringing a little at the fake enthusiasm in my voice. “She won’t stop until she’s succeeded in conquering me.” I leaned my right arm on the counter, hoping to quell my shaking. 
“Right, so her hopes and dreams of double dating can finally come true.” He smiled again, his gaze finally settling on me. “Let me make you a drink, and we can maybe grab some air. You look like you might need it.” 
“That’d be great,” I said, with huge relief. 
“Nick’s got an amazing rooftop. You want to go up there for a bit?”
“Yep. Sure.”
I watched him pour the drinks, my silence making both of us uncomfortable, but all I freaking wanted to do was escape this place. My knees were shaking, my legs wobbling. If I lifted my fingers, I knew I’d see them trembling. Instead, I kept them pressed to my side, silently begging Rob to hurry the hell up. As soon as he finished, I swooped in behind him, following him through the crowd and ditching my heels as soon as we hit the stairs. 
We weaved and hopped around splayed bodies as we walked up three flights, but it ended up being so incredibly worth it when I reached the blessed coolness of the night. The rain had stopped, leaving only freshly saturated air, and I breathed in deep, pressing a hand to my racing heart. 
Panic attack? I thought, staring up into the night sky, the city lights obscuring the stars above me.
I breathed easier as my heart rate slowed, my body sagging gratefully against the cold stone barricade. I closed my eyes, finally relaxing as whatever had grabbed hold of me in the living room quietly abated. 
“It’s closed for renovations, so you don’t have to worry about anyone else coming up. The family’s building a roof deck or something.”
I hadn’t even noticed the dark tarps that were drifting in the wind, or the metal beams splayed haphazardly across the stone floor. Nor did I even register that we were alone.
 “Here you are,” Rob said behind me, handing me a drink. 
“Thanks,” I said, truly grateful as I took the drink from him and lifted it to my lips, allowing the cold liquid to slide down my suddenly parched throat. I was even more grateful when I realized it was just lemon-lime soda. “I really needed this.”
Rob smiled, and I caught his eye as I lowered my cup. I couldn’t help but smile back at his sincerity, my thoughts shifting to how lucky Macy was to have such a sweet, thoughtful guy, one who even went out of his way to make sure your friend was feeling okay. 
“Guess you’re not liking the match-up too much,” he said, breaking eye contact and resting his forearms against the stone balustrade overlooking the rooftops.
I shifted with him and faced the view, the overcast sky blanketing the row of brownstones in front of us. I watched as lighted windows were flicked into darkness. The quiet neighborhood of Fort Greene was slowly drifting off to sleep, and I was ready to follow suit. 
“Not really,” I said. “I’ve been feeling a little weird lately.”
“Yeah, I could tell. You’re even quieter than usual,” he said, glancing over at me, then flushed when he realized he tried to make a joke. 
I wished I could reply to him with ease, but I was seriously uneasy, my confusion only adding to my strain. Rob seemed to catch onto my discomfort and rested his hand lightly on my shoulder. 
“You can talk to me, you know.” He said it so quietly that I could barely hear his words. I saw a slight blush creep up on his cheeks, and he swallowed hard before continuing, “I mean—I, uh, I know you have other people to talk to and everything, but I’m here for you. Friendly here. As in friends.” He stopped talking, his face reddening even more as he tried to make himself clear. “I mean, I’m here as your friend.”
He smiled sheepishly, and I stared back at him in a confused sort of shock.  
That was when it happened.
 



 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
My eyes narrowed, unsure if I possibly could have seen what I thought I had seen. 
Again. 
It was only for a millisecond, but his eyes had shifted strangely. One minute they were his normal soft green, and then suddenly and inexplicably, they flashed yellow, his pupils shrinking into slits. I blinked, and his eyes were back to normal as they studied me quizzically. 
“Something wrong?” he asked. His eyes flitted back and forth between mine, scrutinizing me. “You okay?”
“I really don’t know,” I said, concerned over this potential mental break from reality. “Are you okay?”
I searched his eyes, my mind not quite catching up to what my eyes were seeing. 
“What do you mean?”
“You’re…” I didn’t even want to say it. I just saw snake eyes on him, for god’s sake. My thoughts weren’t exactly credible at the moment. “You’re not hitting on me, are you?”
His very normal-looking eyes widened for a moment. “Oh—no. Shit, right. No.”
I jerked my chin back, appalled by everything that was happening right now. 
“How about we go back downstairs?” He asked, running a hand through his hair. 
 Rob continued to look at me with concern, his eyes still normal as they rested on my face, and I immediately felt stupid.  This was Rob, for crying out loud. He walked around like a doe-eyed deer half the time and could barely kill a spider without his eyes welling up. Subconscious manifestation or not, imagining snake eyes on Rob was like imagining Macy wearing plaid flannel pajamas to class.  Not to mention the absurdity of the thought that he was actually hitting
on me. No way. Not nice, endearing Rob, a guy who only had eyes for one girl. 
That settled, I nodded to Rob. “Definitely. Let’s go find Macy.”
On cue, my phone buzzed in my purse. I pulled it out, already knowing what it would say. 
Danger or Dastardly? Macy’s text read. 
Macy and I had a code that we used whenever we got separated at parties: either we were involved in something that wasn’t good and needed rescuing, or we were up to no good and didn’t need any help at all. Macy was usually the latter. 
Neither, I texted back, horrified at the thought of actually doing anything dastardly with Rob, especially considering our current circumstances. Coming to find you. 
“Okay, let’s go,” I said to Rob, shoving the phone back in my purse. I began to walk, but immediately stumbled on the cracked, uneven rooftop. Even in bare feet, I was a klutz in a dress. “God, how did I even get over here without tripping?” I asked, mostly to myself.
Rob came up beside me and cupped my elbow to lead me through the dark, but as soon as he laid his fingers on my skin, a searing pain like nothing I had ever felt before spiked through me. Before my brain could even process the pain and tell my body to flinch away, Rob moved with such superhuman speed that my eyes could barely track him as he flew to the other side of the rooftop, his body curving against the stone barrier. At the same time that my mind screamed at me that this could not be happening, he actually peeled back his lips and hissed at me.
My mouth dropped open in surprise, and I remained frozen, unsure of what to do or how to move or if this was even real. 
“You were supposed to be just a simple, stupid girl,” Rob hissed at me again, but his voice no longer sounded like Rob. It was low, menacing, and frightful and so unlike Rob that I instinctively took a step back.
I watched in horror as his eyes shifted back to yellow and there they remained, black-rimmed and snake-like, glowing preternaturally in the bright moonlight. Loosened construction tarps billowed and snapped around him, opening like a macabre theatre curtain to reveal this…this thing. 
“Wh-what is going on, Rob?” I asked stupidly, completely unable to form an intelligible thought.  
I pressed my back against the stone barricade, my nails trying to dig into the concrete behind me. Panic was taking me over at the same time that my mind was telling me this could not possibly be real.
The creature, as even though he still looked like Rob, he could not possibly be Rob, opened its mouth to laugh. The laugh was harsh and short, but it felt like long, curved knives running down my body. 
“Could this really be true? You do not know what you are?” He hissed again, a black, forked tongue darting in and out between words. 
He cocked his head to the right at an incredibly unnatural angle and regarded me sideways through the rippling tarps, the sounds of them smacking into the metal poles only serving to remind me that we were the only ones up here, that no one could hear us. Still, I didn’t make any moves. I flashed back to the one day at camp that my aunt had tried sending me to when I was ten, where we were lectured about going into the woods and encountering a predator.
 “Don’t run,” the camp counselor would remind us, over and over again, “Because that will clue them in to chase you and pounce. Stand your ground. Stare them down.”
I took that lecture to heart. I didn’t move. My camp counselor would have been proud—though I doubt he expected any of his charges would encounter a snake dressed up as your best friend’s boyfriend. 
Before I could respond, before I could even lift my pinky finger, he flew in front of me again, his face dangerously close to mine. His breath smelled foul, like decaying, rotten potatoes that had been left in the pantry for too long, and I valiantly tried to control my gag reflex while I attempted to stare him down. 
“Well, this is an unexpected treat,” he whispered before his hands latched onto my waist and his fingernails, feeling like claws, dug through my dress and into my skin. 
I tried to scream. I opened my mouth to let out a mother of a wail, but before I could, he pulled me into his sick embrace and shot backwards. Everything blurred, and bile once again built up into my mouth. We stopped suddenly, and in that instant he retracted his claws from my waist and I doubled over, heaving. 
“Weakling,” he seethed, “You don’t deserve to be amongst our kind.”

My peripheral vision registered his inhuman leap towards me. I attempted to turn and duck out of the way, but I ended up catching his leap full-on, his body smacking into the front of mine and both of us smashing back into the protruding brick exit in the middle of the rooftop. The thing had hit me so hard that both our bodies cracked against the brick, causing a shower of construction dust to fall around us. My back was painfully molded against wall, and the construction beams were balanced precariously above us, loosened by our jarring crash. My muscles strained and screamed as my arms attempted to keep this thing’s mouth away from me by pressing my hands against his shoulders.
I knew I was weaker than him. I barely even had the strength to withstand his smashing into me, and my body was going dangerously numb. But I couldn’t give up. I couldn’t die without fighting. 
I forced myself to keep my eyes open as I watched him detach his jaw, turning his blackened mouth into a gaping maw ringed with sharp, yellow teeth. His mouth was now almost as big as my head, and I looked into the black hole with dread. His front fangs were mere millimeters away from my eyes. As I blinked, my eyelashes fluttered across his sharp, pointed incisors. 
I clamped down on the terror that was screaming bloody murder in my head, refusing to let my fear be the reason that I died. And I was certain, just as I was now certain that this thing was very, very real, that if I didn’t do something, I would die here, alone, weak, and afraid. 
I knew that moving an arm would risk his jaws coming closer to me, but with the tip of his fangs beginning to pierce my temples, I knew it was the only choice I had. Quickly, I released my left hand from his right shoulder and clamped it under his chin in an attempt to twist his head away from me.  
He roared, loud and deafening, and this time I was able to scream as what felt like a thousand volts of electricity went jolting through my hand and straight into my heart. I had to fight to remain conscious, my vision wavering and blurring as I pressed my hand firmer into his skin, trying despite the searing pain to prevent his teeth from sinking into me. 
His roaring abruptly stopped, and I had an instinctual feeling that he was calculating his next move despite the pain just as much as I was calculating mine. This was it. I couldn’t do much else. I was bleeding, bruised and trembling, his foul, hot breath covering my entire body as he moved closer to me, the pain feeling like electrocution the longer I kept my skin on his. As much as I hated to do it, as much as I detested being that scared little girl, I gave in and scrunched my eyes shut, effectively blocking out everything that he could possibly do to me.
Darkness coated my vision, leaving only my ears tuned to his movements. He was breathing heavily because of the pain, but he was enduring it. Sucking sounds came from above me, and I imagined that tongue coming toward me, black and slippery as it began to slither over me.
Oh god, oh god, please let this be quick. Please let this be over. 
I whimpered, my teeth clenched painfully together as I continued to press my shaking, sweat-drenched arms against him, my body still fighting despite my mind retreating into the dark.
It was then that I heard a whisper, deep within myself, reverberating delicately, rising as it reached my ears, but it didn’t come from him. It came from somewhere else. Somewhere inside me.
 A melodic voice echoed inside my thoughts, speaking to me, telling me what to do in soft overlapping words, a rush of whispers swirling around me. Intuitively, I listened, searching within my mind as the whispers surrounded me, before I made the final decision that would save my life. I opened my eyes.
I locked them onto his. 
The screaming pain inside my mind and body died down, instantly silent. For a moment, I thought I had gone deaf; all sound had disappeared from my ears. But just as suddenly, a scorching heat rushed through me and my body jerked sharply against Rob’s. I felt the flames curl under my skin, rising and searing as they reached up into my face. I felt my lips swell, my cheeks flush, and my eyes ignite with the infernal heat. 
His eyes widened, but not in fear. I watched with detached curiosity as the black slits in his eyes dilated into wide, black saucers.
The heat unfurled throughout my entire body, stretching out wide, snaking through my arms and legs, lifting my head and taking me over. Simultaneously, a quiet voice in my mind was trying to tell me something, to stop this, but some type of need, some type of hunger inside me refused to listen. 
I removed my right hand from his other shoulder and braced it against his bare left forearm, keeping my eyes on his.  This time, there was no electric pain. The heat boiling inside my body was too strong.
“You want to come to me,” I said, and I was surprised and pleased at how melodic my voice now sounded. Like chimes and quiet bells ringing softly together. 
I easily gave into whatever need was grabbing hold of me. Although I was conscious and knew what was happening, my body didn’t feel like my own. I felt the wind stir around us, blowing my hair up and around, twisting the strands around my face. Rob was mesmerized. 
“You are beautiful…” he lisped through his fangs.
I felt his body relax underneath my grip.  My swollen lips curled up into what I thought was a smile, but I didn’t know. I couldn’t feel my face any longer; the heat had taken over. 
Only one feeling managed to break through the strange fervor and register in my heat-saturated mind, taunting me, begging me. Hunger. My stomach clenched with tension and pain, and I searched within the swirling whispers to learn how to staunch it, and it was then that I knew. 
Without a second thought, without any hesitation, I pulled him in for a kiss.
 



 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
Cold.
I woke up, shivering, confused, and instantly frightened. 
Black. 
All I saw was darkness, but to my left, I registered a shaft of light coming from underneath a door.
Sounds. 
Creaking, billowing sounds above me, and distant laughter and thumping bass coming from underneath me. 
A party? 
Yes, a party.  I started to remember. I was at a party with Macy, she had grabbed me a beer that had spilled all over my cardigan, and then….?
I felt hard, cold ground beneath me, powdery like loose dirt, and realized I was lying down outdoors, clear plastic swaying softly in the wind above me. I moved to my side, groaning at the sudden pain it caused me, when I felt it. 
A warm arm beside me, but it wasn’t mine. Warm, and slick. 
My eyes started to adjust, and I noticed a shape beside me, a shape that looked remarkably like a person. I raised my hand to my head in an attempt to quell the pulsing pain, and then jerked when I felt warm slickness on my forehead. 
“What the….?”
I brought my hand to my face, and saw red. “What the…?” 
I felt the scream building in my throat as my mind finally caught up to what my eyes were seeing. 
Blood, blood everywhere. Blood all over me. 
Trembling, I looked down at the face beside me. “Rob?” I gasped. “Rob?”
Panic shot through me. Rob was beside me, but he wasn’t Rob anymore. His normally soft green eyes were staring up at the night sky, lifeless and frozen. Blood was all over him, mixing with the plaster dust as it seeped out of his body, and the logical part of my brain that was still somehow functioning told me that the blood was coming from a giant gash across his throat. 
He was pale, so pale he looked almost frozen white. I sat there, shivering and gasping, unable to understand what this was. How did I get here? What was going on? 
I looked around frantically, trying to see if this was some type of ridiculous, horrible joke that was being played on me. Halloween was coming up. Nick was well known for his stupid pranks. But there was no one around me, no sounds of laughter. Just the sounds of creaking construction work around me.
Even though I knew Rob was dead, I was still compelled to put my fingers on his neck, checking for a pulse. It was difficult to find any spot that wasn’t mutilated to put my fingers on, but my numbed mind wanted me to anyway. And as soon as I did, my body zinged with pleasure. 
I wanted to pull away, disgusted, but that deeper part was talking to me again, telling me to stay right where I was. 
I watched, horrified and fascinated, as what looked like a blue spiral of smoke came out of Rob’s mouth. 
Instinctually, I leaned in close to Rob’s mouth and breathed in as the delicate mist wafted up, and as it went into my mouth and hit my system, my eyes widened in pleasure. 
It tasted like every delicious thing that had ever been made on this earth. Chocolate chip cookies, whipped cream, strawberries, seven-layer cake, milkshakes, everything. I couldn’t stop the moan that came out of my throat, and I vaguely registered just how unearthly my groan sounded. 
When it was over, I wanted to wail in displeasure at the abrupt ending. It tasted so good and it felt so divine that I wanted whatever was happening to last forever.
My eyes once again opened, and I felt more alive and refreshed than I had ever felt in my entire life. I eventually realized that I was smiling widely. The logical part of my mind stepped in again and told me to stop. Stop whatever I was doing and understand that there was a dead person beside me. 
At that thought, I looked down, feeling strangely calm despite the grotesque picture that I knew would greet my vision. 
There was nothing there. 
Shocked, my eyes jerked side to side, glancing everywhere around the rooftop but seeing nothing. I looked down at my hands, my chest, felt my hair, and nothing. No blood, no gore, I was covered in nothing. 
I started to panic again, rising quickly from my seated position into an automatic defensive standing position.
You’re crazy, Em. You’re going crazy. Just like your mother. 
I couldn’t prevent that thought from hitting my mind. That was the only conclusion. Here I was, on a deserted rooftop, hallucinating that I had violently killed someone, breathed in his deliciousness, and then promptly evaporated him. 
Dreaming, hallucinating—as long as it was fake, the logical part of my mind reassured me. As long as this never happened. 
I WILL FIND YOU!
I screamed in agony as a voice that wasn’t mine pulsed into my head, paralyzing me with pain. 
I WILL KILL YOU. 
I groaned again, curling into a ball, unable to stop the streaks of pain shooting from my head and throughout my entire body. 
Crazy. You are bona-fide crazy, I thought through the pain. Then, with calm acceptance before the blackness, I thought, It was bound to happen sometime. 
And with that, I passed out for the second time. 
 
***
 
“Oh my god, Emily! Wake up!”
I groaned and weakly swatted at the arms that were shaking me so violently. 
“Ems!”
The voice was becoming more persistent and laced with panic. “Ems, wake up! What the hell did you do? What did you take?”
Although my eyes felt like a stack of metal weights had landed on them, I attempted to slit them open in order to assess the annoying source that was preventing me from continuing to sleep. 
“Macy?” 
“Yes! Oh god, you’re ok. Thank god.” She sighed in relief, her liquor-coated breath wafting over me as she hoisted me up into a seated position. I winced at the smell. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere! You just disappeared! And then I find you lying like a corpse on a rooftop? What the hell? Are you okay?” 
I cringed, her voice piercing against my pounding head. “I don’t…know. I had… one drink?”
Macy gasped. “Oh shit, did someone put something in your drink?”
“I…” Trembling, I attempted to stand with Macy’s somewhat assistance. We both tottered against each other, losing our balance on first the right side, then the left, before we both stood. “I don’t think so. Wait. Wait. Rob, where’s Rob?”
“Rob Pearson?” Macy asked, removing her hands from my arms only when she felt steady. She held them in the air a moment, testing her balance. “Why are you asking about him? I don’t think he’s even around, unless it’s to try to get me to sleep with him again. Wait—is he the one who gave you something?” Macy’s voice raised a few octaves at the last sentence, and I cringed. 
“No, Rob Morrow.” I said, grabbing onto her arm again as she stumbled.  
“Who’s that? Some douche at this party who gave you something?”
I teetered slightly with her, but was able to look at her in confusion. “No, Rob Morrow. Your boyfriend.”
“Who? Ems, I don’t have a boyfriend,” Macy said, looking at me worriedly. “What are you talking about?”
“You know, Rob Morrow! You guys are so cute together. We’re always talking about it, how shy and sweet he is, and that if you weren’t so such a flighty hussy, you’d probably marry him.”
“Did you hit your head? We need to take you to a hop..a hospital.”
My strength was coming back, and I gently extricated myself from her hold. “No, no hospital. Just home to bed.”
I was truly dumbfounded over Macy’s reaction. Why was she acting like she didn’t know who Rob was? Was she trying to protect me? Did she see...
“Mace, did you see him? Did you see what happened?”
“I’ve been looking for you everywhere, going into every room and yelling your name like a crazy woman. All I found were naked limbs.” She made a face, stumbled again. “What the hell happened to you?”
Macy grabbed hold of my arm, leading me across the uneven concrete and to the stairwell. 
“This is some shoddy construction work,” she said, glancing at the cracked, crumbling brick facade that framed our exit before we walked through the door. She held her free hand up above us, as if the strength of her arm alone could prevent falling concrete from breaking through our skulls.
“I was having a drink with Rob on the roof, and then…” My mind blanked. Or, not entirely blanked. I vaguely remembered the smell of the blood, and that taste…that wonderful taste. 
I wasn’t about to tell Macy that part. But I was concerned. I think I killed Rob, and while that thought terrified me, the more I started remembering it, the more numb I became. It wasn’t Rob that I killed, I reassured myself. Rob had turned into something horrific. Something that I knew my mind had to have created. There was no freaking way that thing was real. 
And if it was, I thought, where are your bruises? Why aren’t you injured? I looked down at my body, giving it a brief once-over. Nothing. In fact, my body had never looked better. There was a faint glow coming from underneath my skin, golden and sweet. I also noticed some muscle tone in my arms that I didn’t even know I had. 
“Ems, you’re seriously starting to worry me.” 
I glanced over at Macy who was studying me, a little blearily. 
Well, that made two of us. 
“You’re looking at your body like you’ve never seen it before,” she said, wobbling over the first step.
 “I’m just recovering from my fainting spell up there,” I finally said, trying to reassure her as we tentatively descended the stairs. “Making sure I didn’t cut myself when I fell.”
“Dude, I don’t know who this Rob is, but I seriously think he spiked your drink,” Macy said. “We need to get you to the hospital so they can run some tests, figure out what it is.”
“No, really Macy, I’m fine. Really. Nothing was put in my drink. You know I haven’t been feeling well lately, I probably just fainted due to low sugar or something.”
“That’s ridonkulous. You don’t walk yourself into a construction zone on top of a house just to go faint. You’re going to the hospital.”
I grounded to a halt, grabbing Macy’s arm and turning her to face me and locking my eyes with hers. 
“Hey! Ems, are you trying to kill me? I can barely get down these steps on my own. Stupid steps.”
An eerie tranquility settled over me, and I felt the heat again, though not as intensely. Just a gentle trace, gliding and flowing underneath my skin like a calm, warm river coursing through my veins. “Macy, no. I’m not going to the hospital. Just forget about it.”
I watched as Macy’s face slackened, her eyes shuttering as if half-asleep. Her arm relaxed in my grip. 
“Okay,” Macy said strangely. “You’re not going to the hospital.”
I looked at her a while longer, suddenly confused. It was impossible to convince Macy to ever do the opposite of what she wanted; yet somehow, she relented. I looked closer, and saw under the dim light of the stairwell that her pupils had completely dilated and taken over her irises. 
A memory triggered inside me, and I gasped, stepping back and nearly falling onto the stairs behind me. Macy blinked, and as soon as her eyes opened again, she was back to normal, though the worry line between her brows that she had sported ever since she found me on the roof was now gone.  
“Why are we just standing here?” she asked, grabbing hold of me again. “Let’s get you home to bed.”
I was too confused to say anything else. I just let her lead me through the house, ignoring everyone as she weaved us between the crowds. 
“Hey, you guys aren’t leaving, are you?” I heard Nick say above the crowd. “I just cracked open a fresh bottle of tequila! I wanna see you eat the worm, Em!” 
“She’s not for you!”
I made another grab for Macy as she whipped around, preventing her from stalking over to Nick and doing god knows what. 
“Okay Mace, okay. Let’s go. Let’s get a cab,” I whispered once we exited the house, my thoughts scattering like frantic butterflies in my brain. “I can’t handle the subway right now.”
Macy nodded, thoughts of Nick already long forgotten. “Good plan, but it’s gonna be balls to find one around here. Then again, I see you don’t have shoes.” She stumbled down the stairs of the brownstone but caught herself on the railing, her steps a little wobbly as she descended. 
“So, did you have fun at the party?” she asked without looking back. She was too busy focusing on getting down the stairs in one piece. “Too much…vodka shots…or wait, whiskey shots. Whiskey-vodka shots,” she said, turning the words into a song only she could enjoy. 
I stopped midway down the stairs, my hand clenching hard around the banister as my mind finally computed what her question was. “What?”
“Well, I lost track of you for a while there,” she said, turning around to face me once she reached the small gate that led to the sidewalk. She leaned on it heavily, causing the wrought iron to screech under her weight as it opened. “Sorry. I spotted Asher and just had to introduce myself. You know, he is a really nice guy. Seriously nice. You have to meet him! He’s a sexy, tattooed…” She threw her hands into the air, nearly toppling onto the street. “Masterpiece!”
Now it was my turn to sport a worry line between my brows. Was this because she was drunk? Was she only forgetting time because of vodka, or did I do something? What could I have done to her? My bare feet smacked against the wet sidewalk as I followed her, uncaring of what disease I could contract—because let’s be honest, I probably already contracted one. My mind raced, paused, and then raced again as I tried to understand. 
Instead of questioning Macy further, I decided to remain silent. I needed to sort out my own thoughts over what just happened before asking anyone else about theirs.
As I watched Macy try to flag down a cab, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I had just somehow mentally forced Macy to forget about not only taking me to the hospital, but about everything else that she’d seen, too. And that I’d done the same thing to Rob before I killed him. Or had I killed him? Was it a hallucination? Monsters aren’t real. They live in imaginations, created under beds, pictured huddled in dark closets. Not in my life. Not in real life. 
And to add even more confusion, Macy was acting like Rob Morrow never even existed. Did I actually make him up? I couldn’t help but think about my mother. Was this what it was like during one of her bad days? Am I going to start having bad days now, too? I clenched my jaw at the thought, accidentally biting the inside of my cheek and drawing blood, but the coppery taste didn’t distract me. It only served to remind me. 
Did Rob ever even exist? Or was Macy just too drunk to pay attention?
I didn’t think I could survive myself if I started hallucinating about monsters in people’s bodies trying to kill me on a daily basis. 
Against my will, my mind shot backwards, instantly recalling the one and only time I saw my mother after that fateful day, when I had just turned ten and was coaxed by my family trauma counselor and my aunt to see her. Not even Aunt Sandy will ever speak of the moment when my mother’s eyes landed on mine. I was forced to watch as her eyes, initially vacant, fill with such violent hate that I instinctively took a step back and pressed against my aunt. I couldn’t look away as my mother’s face twisted into a mask of horror, her lips peeling back from her teeth as she opened her mouth to scream. 
“GET HER AWAY FROM ME!” she shrieked, “GET THAT FOUL BEAST OUT OF MY SIGHT!” 
My hands trembled and pattered against my sides as I tried desperately to get my thoughts under control.
What is happening to me?
 



 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
No. Stop. 
The sheets were tight and damp as they tangled around me, my legs kicking out into the empty air, defending. But I couldn’t defend myself, not here, not while laying prone in bed. Because it was all happening behind my eyelids, the images as jarring as entering the light of day after hiding in the dark pit of a cave…
 
Trying to drown out the voices roaring in her head, she let the stream of water pound hard onto her back. The water was so hot she could barely stand it, but she forced herself to stay in the spray, to let it heat her skin so much she could practically feel her blood boiling underneath. 
The high temperature normally calmed her, relaxed her. But not tonight. Tonight, it only managed to suffocate her and provide the constant reminder that she was alive, even though her mind kept screaming at her that she was dead. 
Tilting her head back she let the rivulets slide down her face, the water slowly running down the planes of her cheekbones before nestling at the corners of her mouth. She tasted salt.
Tears were mixing with the scorching dampness. She didn’t even bother to quiet the wrenching sob that echoed throughout the tiled bathroom.
No longer able to stand on her own, her left hand grasped the slick wall and she leaned heavily against it, her breath short and laboured. Knees buckling, she tried to force herself to keep standing, but couldn’t do it. Falling on all fours and trembling, she curled up into a twisted ball, shivering violently despite the cloud of steam surrounding her. 
And that was how he found her.
Clenching his hands hard at his sides, he looked down at her and felt another piece of his heart slip away. There she was, the most beautiful, wonderful, intriguing woman he had ever met, reduced to a sobbing mass of tangled limbs. He was anything but disgusted. To him, even in this state, she was still beautiful—she still had his heart. But to go to her… he didn’t know if he could. He wanted nothing more than to hold her so tight that she would almost be a part of him, to kiss her temples, to hold her shaking hands in his. He also knew that if he did that, if he pulled her to him, the pain of letting her go again would destroy not only him, but her as well. 
He had already done enough damage to her soul. He had already ripped her heart and mind to shreds and left her to bleed alone. He was already out of her life.
And so, he took one last, longing look at the only person who ever made him whole, and left her there to fight on her own. For he could no longer fight the monsters for her. A single tear slid down his cheek as he quietly opened the door, the only visible testament to the wild storm raging inside him.
Through blurred vision she watched him leave, her heart screaming at her to call him back. But with one last gut-wrenching sigh, she quieted her heart, knowing full well that to have him back here would only extend her pain. Closing her eyes, she rested her quaking limbs, and let the jets of water numb her to sleep.
There, she let go, at least for a little while, and fell asleep in a cloud of mist, praying that one day she could find her spirit again…
 
 My eyes slowly opened, my vision still blurry from the tears I had shed in my sleep. The pillow underneath me was damp with cooling sweat, and I struggled as my mind tried to recover from the heart-wrenching dream and settle itself back into reality. 
For two nights now, I had been having the same dream and waking in the same way, covered in sweat and tears. I never saw the faces in this dream, but I felt their emotions as if they were my own. Soon, I knew the dream would dissipate from my thoughts completely, floating out of my mind like a cobweb ripped free from its shadowed corner and caught in the wind. I could never hold onto it for long. As soon as my eyes opened, the scene, so devastatingly clear as I watched it unfold in my sleep, would blur, the mist of that poor woman’s heartbreak obscuring my memory and preventing me from remembering any further. 
I sat up, scrubbing the sleep from my eyes probably harder than I should have. 
Frustration was beginning to overtake my initial feelings of panic that had begun on Friday night. It was now Sunday morning, and I was no closer to figuring out what was going on with me than I was two days ago. 
I knew that I should probably book an appointment with a shrink as soon as possible, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t begin that downward spiral that I saw my mother go through, right up until the very end when she gave up. That wasn’t going to be me. They would throw medications at me, change me, turn me into a zombie. I would be diagnosed with something best suited to my symptoms, each diagnosis differing with each specialist I went to. It would be a never-ending loop; a process that I had witnessed before and refused to ever be part of again. 
I would fight this. Whatever was going on with me, I would fight it. I would not give up like my mother. I would not get into my car and drive over a bridge in an effort to permanently stop my suffering. 
Grabbing the glass of water on my nightstand, I finished it in one gulp. I was getting thirstier and hungrier with every hour that passed, and I especially felt it in the mornings when I woke up, my mouth dry and parched, my tongue thick and sticky. The rumbling in my stomach would begin almost immediately, pleading with me to feed it. I tried everything from junk food to salads to protein shakes, but nothing was working. However, I was always a firm believer in mind over matter, so by sheer determination I was becoming accustomed to ignoring the hunger pangs.
Other than my relentless hunger and thirst, physically I had never felt better. When I woke up yesterday, my mind quickly forgetting that strange dream, I felt refreshed, better than I had in years. My energy was pumping so hard that I honestly had to talk myself out of doing a backflip off my bed and onto the floor. 
I bounced out of bed instead and caught my reflection in my vanity mirror above my dresser, gasping in pleasure. My hair fell in waves just past my shoulder blades, practically as luscious and thick as Macy’s. Usually, I was forced to fight with my hairbrush in order to tame my unruly tresses every morning, but now I barely had to run a comb through. My eyes sparkled, truly sparkled, like moonlight glinting across a dark aquamarine ocean. My cheeks were stained a light pink, my lips plush with the same pale rose color. I had to smile. I couldn’t help but think that this was probably how my mother felt on her good days.
This morning was no different, although my hair was definitely duller than it was yesterday. My cheeks were also not as flushed, my eyes not as bright. My skin had also toned down its subtle golden glow, but I still felt refreshed, though I didn’t have the urge to backflip off my bed like yesterday.
I wasn’t stupid. I knew that this all had to do with whatever happened Friday night. The unfortunate part was that I didn’t altogether remember
what happened on Friday night. All I could recall was that, as I flicked through all my Facebook photos and my Instagram feed, there was no Rob Morrow. Nothing. His smiling face did not appear anywhere, not in any party photos, not hanging out at Cream of the Cup with his arm slung over Macy’s shoulders. He was just…nowhere. 
My mind tried to process this, even though it felt like I had gulped down fifty cups of coffee.  My energy had been sky high, and it had been difficult to focus all day yesterday. Now, looking back in a much calmer state of mind, I allowed the concern to finally break through. I couldn’t possibly have made up a person. My mother, whom I considered to be the epitome of what it looks like when a mind shatters, never even made up a person. And my memories of him, how could they have been made up? So detailed, right down to the fact that I knew he hated flavored coffee and that it was because of him that I was finally able to learn Sudoku. He was always happy to talk whenever he came to the coffee shop. He even treated me like a friend, despite only knowing me through Macy. How did I make that all up? 
Sighing in exasperation, I got out of bed, trying hard not to wake Macy as I moved, though my efforts weren’t really needed because she was sleeping like the dead beside me, another night out now safely ensconced in her drunken memories. 
I headed quietly to my bathroom and turned on the shower. I always thought best in showers—hot spray misting over her body as she curled up in agony—and so that is where I decided to begin my Sunday. Today, I was going to seek some answers. While my conscious mind had deliberately blocked out most of what went on Friday night, I remembered enough to know that something horrible had happened. Since I refused to consider myself crazy just yet, I thought I might as well do some research on what else could possibly have happened to me. There is always more than one answer to a problem, my mother used to say to me. And on that point, she was right. I couldn’t necessarily explain away what was going on with me mentally, but my physical manifestations were hard to disregard as insanity. I wasn’t hallucinating my physical differences; other people had been commenting on them, too. Macy noticed the changes almost immediately when she saw me last night. 
“Did you put on a new kind of make-up? And did you finally try a blow out? You look great!” she exclaimed as she bent over and reached into my tiny, waist-high fridge for the vodka. 
I smiled and shrugged. A part of me was sincerely hoping that I wasn’t hallucinating my physical improvement. I had always been insecure about myself, especially my hair, and I couldn’t help but feel a brief spurt of confidence at Macy’s exclamation. 
Stepping into the shower, I turned the water up hot—his eyes, drowning with pain—and entered the spray, sighing in pleasure under the stream. Since Friday night, I preferred only showers at the highest temperature, my skin reddening with the scorching heat but never burning. Reluctantly, I turned off the spray when my fingers began to prune.
Toweling off and putting on a simple pair of blue jeans and a purple t-shirt (all the while picturing Macy shaking her finger at me in fashion-disapproval), I stepped into the kitchen and turned on my ancient coffee maker, though it still ran like a dream.
As the smell of coffee began to take over my studio apartment, Macy grumbled in her sleep as she rolled over onto her back, cracking her eyes open to look at me. 
“What’s up,” she said, her voice hoarse.  
“What’s up yourself,” I said without looking up as I began to crack eggs into a bowl. “You ready to face daylight yet?” 
“Not particularly,” she said as she sat up and rubbed her face. “Oh, the punishment alcohol forces upon me…”
I studied Macy as she stacked my pillows and curled up against the wall, pulling the covers back over her. I decided to put into play what I had been anxiously debating over in the shower. I just wanted to see. I just wanted to reassure myself that maybe my mind wasn’t shattering into a million tiny pieces, and that maybe something tangible was happening to me. Even if I might not have done it to Rob—he might be an imaginary boyfriend I made up, or if he wasn’t imaginary, he was possibly a slitty-eyed, yellow-fanged monster, neither of which were credible sources—I definitely did it to Macy on Friday night.
I narrowed my eyes at her, squinting with effort as I attempted to focus my mind and think, Make yourself a cup of coffee and drink it.
Macy groaned, stirring like a sleeping dragon under the covers, one that would only awaken if her golden treasure were physically taken from underneath her. Either that or if you poked her. 
Nothing. The lump under the covers barely even shifted. 
I am not crazy I am not crazy I am not crazy, I thought frantically. This had to be real. 
Then I remembered. Eye contact! 
“Hey, Macy?” I asked, as innocently as I could. Macy lowered the covers only slightly, just enough for me to see a set of squinting, red-rimmed eyes. 
“This better be good,” she said, her voice muffled.
I caught her gaze, and narrowed my eyes again. This time, I felt the gentle heat at the back of my head, almost like a small flame illuminating my unconscious. “Get up, grab the cup of coffee beside me. Drink it.” 
Her eyes dilated to black and the covers across her face dropped, and I saw her mouth slacken slightly. Without a word, she rose from the bed, walked past me and grabbed my cooling mug of coffee. She stood in front of me robotically, lifting the mug to her mouth and gulping the liquid down.
“Holy shit,” I whispered. Mixed emotions assaulted me, almost like panic and euphoria blending together. Despite these raging sensations, I knew enough not to break eye contact with Macy until I put her back where she was. It wouldn’t do to explain to her how she ended up in front of me chugging lukewarm coffee when she had just been curled up in a fetal position in my bed.
“Now go back and lie down.” 
Without expression, she backed up to the bed, her gaze still held by mine. Once she was curled back up under the covers, I blinked and looked away, breaking the connection. 
Macy blinked back. “What are you disturbing my hang-over for?”
I startled. I didn’t expect her to come back into consciousness that quickly. “Oh, nothing. Don’t worry,” I gestured awkwardly with the whisk before I looked down and began to stir the egg mixture. 
She shrugged, preparing to burrow back into covers before she paused, burped. “Why does my mouth taste like a cat’s ass?”
I stiffened only slightly, barely pausing as I whisked the eggs. “How would you know what a cat’s ass tastes like?”
“Because it tastes exactly like coffee does.”
I shrugged. “You’re the one who told the bartender last night to make ‘whatever came to him.’” I made air quotes with my hands, one still holding the whisk. “Who the hell knows what’s left-over in your mouth.”
“The bastard must’ve made something with coffee liquor,” she said before grabbing my water glass off my nightstand. “I hate coffee. Hate, hate, hate.”
She made a pathetic, pained noise when she realized my water glass was empty. 
“I got it, I got it,” I said as I walked over to her.
I filled her water glass and cooked us scrambled eggs, all the while trying to process what just occurred—what I
just made occur. It was one thing to have a theory. It was a completely different thing to have that theory turn into fact. 
Better than being insane, I thought as I watched Macy demolish the eggs as she sat cross-legged on the bed. I sat across from her, looking down at my eggs with sudden distaste. My stomach rolled as I took in the yellowed, glopping mass. 
“You gonna finish that?” Macy asked through a mouthful of cheese and eggs. 
I shook my head. She gestured with her fork. “Give it here, woman.” 
I passed the plate over to her, wondering why I suddenly had no appetite. I’d woken up with a raging, empty stomach, but now all I wanted to do was run from the smell of food.
“Want to hit up the Greenmarket at Union Square today?” Macy asked before scraping up the last of the egg with her fork and stacking my plate on top of hers beside her. She patted her stomach and leaned back against the pillows in contentment. “I’m feeling energized. Eggs and cheese absorb hang-overs like magic.”
“Yeah, sure.” I realized I’d been jiggling my left knee erratically, and placed my palm on top of it to stop it.
“Nice. Let me shower first.”
She hopped off the bed, her bare feet padding against the floorboards as she headed to the bathroom. She made sure to curl her lip in disgust at the coffee maker as she passed. 
I had to stop myself from pacing back and forth across my apartment as I waited for Macy and feebly attempted to sort through my thoughts. As soon as Macy stepped out of the bathroom, fresh-faced and hang-over free, I shot towards the door.
“Whoa, slow down, speed demon. Drink some extra coffee this morning?” she asked, elbowing me affectionately on the arm as she passed me. 
“I’m just feeling extra energetic today,” I said, attempting a smile. 
“Well, let’s put that energy to use, shall we? You can help me try to score free food from the market. Student budget and all.”
I rolled my eyes as I shut the door behind us and locked it. Macy came from money and never lacked for anything, yet she refused to bask in it. She was a sucker for bargains, and even more so for free stuff. I never minded standing beside her as she haggled, because I was usually lucky enough to benefit from it. 
We decided to take the 6 train to 14th street, Macy chattering away the entire time, and exited right into the heart of Union Square. The Greenmarket was bustling, white tents spread in rows, surrounded by tall concrete buildings, some which still stood the test of time while others were more recently developed. The street trees that radiated out from the middle of the square still had their leaves, their colors warming into ruby, burnt orange and chocolate underneath the autumn sun. The farmers’ market itself was filled with small vending stands, every space of table covered with vegetables, jams, honey and herbs. I could smell the roasting meats as the cooking smoke gathered in the air, mixing with the smell of freshly split oranges as children ran around us, juice from the orange wedges dripping from their hands. The sharp aroma of plants packed in soil enveloped me as soon as we reached the tents, and I resisted the urge to cover my face with my hand.
The mixing scents were hitting my nose like a sledgehammer at the same time a wave of voices crashed into my ears, sounds from clusters of people waving and falling as I walked by them, amplifying then receding.  
I tried to shake myself out of it as I walked beside Macy, focusing on the few craft stands that had popped up, and I eyed a wooden carving of a bird with interest, noticing each and every knife cut that was used, the splinters and grains in the wood garishly apparent. 
“Oh, awesome, I see apple cider!” Macy pointed to the left, drawing my scattered attention. 
Every year I waited in anticipation for October to come, signaling the autumn season, and most especially, signaling the start of homemade apple cider. It was still my favorite drink in the world, particularly when it was warmed and muddled with cinnamon. If this were any other weekend, I would have been just as excited as Macy at this unexpected treat, but as soon as she said the words, the spiced cinnamon smell that greeted me made me want to vomit. 
“Hang back,” Macy said, eying the growing crowd around the apple cider stand and preparing her elbows for the onslaught. “I’ll go grab us a free sample.”
Macy dove right in, snaking through the crowd like a New York City pro as she made her way to the front. I couldn’t disappoint her, so I stayed silent despite my heaving stomach, my foot tapping anxiously as I waited for her to return. 
Macy came back empty handed. 
“Weird. The vendor just told me they had made a bad batch and couldn’t sell any more. They’re closing for the day.”
“Wow, that is strange.”
My stomach sank. I couldn’t help but believe that my potential mind-altering capabilities had something to do with the vendor’s sudden decision to close up shop. I continued to walk with Macy, pretending to be interested in the fruit stands and feigning amusement when Macy said she wanted to sweeten up the chocolate guy. I was too distracted, too unsure of how I even influenced the vendor in the first place, never mind how I was supposed to moderate it so I didn’t unintentionally affect anyone else at the market. 
We finished the rest of our perusing quickly, mostly due to my increased speed at walking among the stands so we could leave. If Macy found it odd, she didn’t comment on it and continued to chat with me as if nothing in my life were awry. I followed suit, too tempted by the lure of normalcy to do anything different, until I waved good-bye to her as she descended the steps to the 1 train. 
Once home, the pent up energy I had been trying to temper rose back to the forefront, and I knew I couldn’t stay in this apartment one minute longer. I was afraid I was going to do something I couldn’t control, like inadvertently cause some sort of molecular explosion in my face. Considering my current situation, who knew what I was capable of? 
I was suddenly desperate for more fresh air, and opening my two meager windows wasn’t cutting it. I practically fell out of my apartment door, running down the five flights and flying into the cool air of the evening. I breathed in gratefully, not caring that the air was coated with smog and dust of the city. This was my home. This was my city, and I stood still for a moment outside my building, heedless of the people that had to walk around me as I lifted my face and let the wind glide across it. My stomach took that opportunity to grumble, but I ignored it, knowing that food wasn’t going to do any good.
I just wanted to walk around, burn off some energy, and the East Village was the perfect place to do it. The streets were eclectic, with local art shops, famous restaurants and trendy clothing stores all known to neighbor one another. Sunday evenings were no different than any other evening in New York City; it would still be full of people, especially on a clear autumn evening like this one. When I wasn’t vacillating between over-enthusiastically chatting with Macy and feigning interest at the Greenmarket, I’d been deep in thought and mulling over what I had made Macy do with the coffee, and a plan began to form. 
I needed to be sure. I needed to know, with conclusive proof from multiple test subjects, that I could make people do things with my mind. 
I didn’t even bother to stifle the barking laugh that came out of my mouth at that thought, but nobody turned to look at me as I laughed to myself and walked down my street. I was probably one of the milder forms of weirdness they’d see on the streets tonight. 
It was true; I was coming to believe that I had a superpower. I mean, what else could it be called? Even though the idea of having a superpower and not a crazed mind made me feel less insane, I knew if I breathed a word of it to anyone it would only make me look more
insane. But at least on the inside, I knew that this was real, and my personal sanity was all that mattered—not what anyone else would think. 
My cheeks reddened with the cool breeze that had accompanied me as I walked past crowded restaurants and tiny bodegas, all emitting some sort of stomach-turning food smell. I picked up the pace, enjoying the breeze as it kicked up, lifting scattered trash and debris from the sidewalks that I dodged with ease. Although I recently preferred heat, I wasn’t about to shy away from the comforting coolness of the wind as it caressed my face, random pieces of plastic and all.
In less than five minutes I found my first test subject, exhaustedly pushing a stroller and trying to wrangle a toddler on the loose at the same time. She managed to catch her escapee just in the knick of time before he ran out onto the street, scolding him as she wrestled him back into the stroller. 
As she bent down and waited at the stoplight, I approached her. She was young, probably no older than I was, her blonde hair scraped back into a haphazard ponytail that she had probably been tying and retightening all day. Her face was flushed and tired, her cheeks probably reddened more from exertion than the breeze. 
That’s what a NYC nannying job will do to you. I considered such a job when I first moved here, then quickly dismissed it after watching an epic meltdown by a four-year-old in a restaurant because he got milk instead of juice, staunched only after he threw the milk into his mother’s face.
Eye contact, I must make eye contact, I thought as I stepped up silently beside her. She was still tightening the straps of the stroller on the toddler, making sure he’d be stuck for the long hall. Turning, I said to her, “Exhausting, isn’t it?”
She looked up, wary at first, then relaxed when she saw it was just a regular girl, a girl just like her. “You’re telling me. The ruckous a five-year-old can kick up, even strapped into a buggy.”
She had an accent, British I thought, or somewhere in the UK. To prove her point, the toddler let out a good screech, his face red and sweaty as he fought against his restraints and tried once again to regain freedom. 
“I nannied one just like that once,” I lied, looking down at the child as fondly as I could. His screams were bursting my eardrums and making it really difficult. 
“Yep, this little rugrat is a handful, but honestly, he’s not all bad.” She also looked down at him, but her fondness was real, even despite his hands reaching out to claw at her. “Are you still nannying?”
“Uh, no.” I saw the light was beginning to change, and she was already readying to cross the street. “Do you have any agencies I can go to?”
She looked over at me before crossing, nodding and smiling.
I took advantage of her gaze on mine, meeting her eyes and calling upon the little flame at the back of my head. 
“Turn around, go into the ice cream shop behind us, and buy the rugrat a cone.”

In what I had come to expect, her pupils dilated immediately and her gaze became vacant, her lips slackening slightly.
“Yes, all right then,” she said, though her voice was noticeably flat. She didn’t look away from me. 
She turned the stroller stiffly, the toddler suddenly going quiet, seeming to sense the change in his nanny. That, or he heard me say he was getting ice cream.  
I blinked, breaking our connection, curious to see if she would still go into the ice cream shop despite my lack of eye contact with her. 
She blinked back at me, smiled politely, then continued over to the shop, the toddler happily gurgling all the way. I had a brief spurt of guilt over the fact that I was going to give that little terror a massive sugar high, but it was secondary compared to the major revelation I just had.
“Huh,” I said, unsure what to make of myself as I watched her leave. 
I turned back around, wanting to try my newfound superpower out on someone else. That would make it four times of influencing someone for certain, meaning it had to be true. It just had to. As I crossed 3rd Avenue, I felt the breeze on my face and my fingers started to chill with the cold. I took comfort in the coolness, knowing that these tangible feelings meant I wasn’t hallucinating. This was indeed happening. 
My next subject was a guy a little older than me. He was sitting on a bench under the cover of a tree, facing the used bookstore that he must have just come out of, because he was reading a well-worn book, his nose practically touching the pages as he fanned them. All I could see was the top of his head covered with a mop of disheveled brown hair. 
“Excuse me?” I said as I approached him. 
“Yes?” He said, without looking up. Damn. 
“Can I ask you a question?” I tried again. 
“You just did,” he said, mumbling as he turned the page and still not looking up. 
I frowned and continued to stare at him. His book had lowered slightly, and I saw that he was wearing black-framed glasses. I knew instantly that I had to keep trying. He had just unintentionally added to my experiment, because now I wanted to see if maybe glasses could act as a type of barrier to my mysterious superpower. 
You couldn’t blame me. My mind was flying in all sorts of directions at this point. 
“Hey, what’s your name?” I asked, trying a different tactic. Social queues would require him to look up at me and either tell me his name or see who it was that wanted to know, as any normal person would. 
“None of your damn business,” he answered, again without looking up. 
“Seriously?” I asked, almost stomping my foot to punctuate my frustration. I was just starting to get good at this! 
To my surprise, he looked up at the change in my voice, out of curiosity maybe, or probably just extreme annoyance with me. I immediately recovered and took advantage, catching his eye and beginning to pull at the flame. 
“What the—”
He immediately flew into action, springing up and flinging his book right at my face. It landed with a thunk, and I cried out in pain. 
“Are you out of your mind?” he cried.
I was bent over in pain, cupping my nose. “That hurt!’ I cried back. “Why’d you do that? I just asked you a question!”
“Oh no you did not.” 
He walked closer to me, possibly to intimidate, but I couldn’t be sure. I was still blinded with pain. The spine of the book had hit me right in the nose. 
“You have got to be insane,” he said, bending closer to get a good look at me. “You can’t be doing that in such a public place! And with the Trine on the loose no less!”
“Huh?” I rose back up slowly, so I could be at his level and try to understand just what he was saying. “What are you talking about?”
His eyes narrowed as we both straightened at the same time. He was slightly taller than me. The top of my head reached his nose, so I was forced to look up to meet his gaze.  “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said. 
I decided to give up the act. He clearly knew something that I didn’t. “How—how did you know?” 
His eyebrows rose at that. “You’ve really got to be kidding me. You’re a newbie? I’m not dealing with any newbie. If the Hunter gets you, it’s your own Sect’s fault for letting you out way too early. Try asking the Hunter for mercy before you cease to exist. Nice knowing you.”
He started to turn but I called out, “Wait! What’s going on? Please help me, I don’t know what’s going on…” I trailed off, my stomach clenching hard as I watched him go. 
“Talk to a member of your Sect!” He called back over his shoulder. “I ain’t dealing with this shit. I can barely survive on my own.”
I shook my head back and forth, totally and utterly confused. 
“At least tell me your name!” was all I could muster. I didn’t really know how to respond to his previous sentences. They sounded like words from the English language, but the way he was stringing those words together made absolutely no sense at all.  
“Derek. That’s what this host’s name is anyway, and because of your stupidity, I probably won’t have it much longer.”
I was surprised he even answered. Even though he only managed to confuse me even more, at least he gave me something to grasp onto. Hunter. Sect. Host. Trine.
He also managed to convince me, if only a little, that I wasn’t alone in this. 
There was at least one other person who was just as crazy as I was. 
 
***
 
Once back in my apartment, after a particularly tough climb up the stairs, I dropped down onto my mattress, staring up at my dusty ceiling fan and wincing when I touched my fingers to my nose.  
Tired and confused, I let the twisting rhythm of the fan lull me into a state of complacency, a place where I didn’t have to think anymore or solve any supernatural problems that were sprouting up in my life lately. At around the hundredth spin, my eyes shuttered closed and I drifted off, praying for a deep, dreamless sleep. 
It didn’t happen. 
I slept fitfully, dreaming about lost souls and broken hearts, awakening only at the slam of the apartment door beside me, signaling my inconsiderate neighbor’s late night departure. 
I pulled out of the sheets that had tangled around me in my sleep and headed over to the floor length mirror stuck on the back of my door to assess the damage that Derek’s book caused me. 
It was what I expected. All swelling, all traces of any impact were gone. My ski-slope nose was completely back to normal, almost as if a strange guy had never lobbed a book at my face in alleged self-defense. 
Something was happening with my body; it was just a matter of narrowing it down and figuring out just what, exactly, was occurring. My mind flashed with the words Derek had used. Certain key phrases that didn’t make sense to me right now, but maybe the trusty Internet could figure out for me. 
I made my way to my desk tucked into the corner, just to the left of my clouded-over windows. I opened my clunky laptop in anticipation. Maybe I could get to the bottom of this sooner than I’d thought. 
I started by typing out all the words Derek had used at once: Trine Hunter Sect Host, but that didn’t bring up anything relevant to my research. Everything from online gaming blogs to the “Dallas cast members” came up, the search engine flooding my monitor with irrelevant results. 
Always up to a challenge, I rolled my shoulders back and readied myself
to continue jousting with the Internet. I decided to pair the words into categories, and when that didn’t work, I entered each term in separately.

Nothing. The search engine didn’t pull up anything useful to my cause. I clearly needed more information. 
Hmm. Maybe what I was trying to discover went a lot deeper than what modern search engines could find.
Although I hadn’t really been to the New York Public Library, I figured that it shouldn’t be too difficult to try and find books on the topics I needed. I would have to go the day after tomorrow, because I was pulling long hours at the restaurant tomorrow, right after I finished my day shift at Cream of the Cup. But, with the next day off, I knew it wouldn’t be a problem. The only problem I’d have would be the waiting and the patience—neither of which I was really good at doing.
I closed my laptop and blew out a breath, my shoulders automatically lowering with my exhale. I hadn’t felt this tense for a long time, not since I was seven, and it was starting to get to me. Too bad I couldn’t play mind games with myself and forget everything that had happened in these past few days and return to normal Emily Chaucer.
But as much as I tried to focus on going back to sleep, on burying the consequences and ignoring the repercussions of failing to fix this, I couldn’t deny the growing fear that in truth, I was never going to be normal again.
 



 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
I woke up feeling back to normal, with no residual dreams or worrisome feelings haunting me. But after my shower, I ran a comb through my wet hair and sighed when it got stuck in tangles. A glance in my bathroom mirror told me my regular, pale skin was back, too. Not a sparkle to be found in my dark blue eyes, either, not even after two cups of strong, black coffee. I felt a sense of relief at this, even though I hated my hair with a passion and couldn’t help but enjoy my mysterious physical transformation over the weekend. 
My mind tricks weren’t working as well, either. I attempted the coffee ploy again on my usual bodega guy while buying a bagel, and while it worked and he sucked back a large iced coffee, it took a huge amount of effort on my part. My forehead actually broke out in a sweat when I tried to do it. I shrugged it off, not too concerned. Frankly, I didn’t really know what to do with that power, so it was probably better that it went away on its own. Then maybe, hopefully, I could just return to normal. Two days of being abnormal were enough for me. 
Once I arrived at the coffee shop, I found Macy waiting at an empty table, her foot tapping impatiently as she scrolled through her phone. 
“You ready for work?” she looked up and asked as I approached her, munching on my bagel.
My chewing slowed. I instantly became suspicious. Macy, while a great friend, was not known to come to my work solely to greet me at the start of my shifts. Not unless she was up to something. 
 “Yep, sure am. But I guess Rob isn’t meeting you this morning,” I said, watching carefully for her reaction. 
“Who? Rob Pearson? It was one night, dude.” She slapped me in the arm. “Stop bringing up my sexcapades!”
I sighed. It looked like Rob Morrow was still a figment of my imagination and that Macy still had no recollection of finding me on a rooftop Friday night. 
“Never mind,” I said as I finished my bagel. “Why do you ask? Why are you so weirdly excited about my shift?”
She smiled. “Because I hear a certain handsome new boy will be joining us this morning.”
“Okay,” I said, unsure what to make of her scheming face. 
“I might have texted a certain handsome new boy to come over here.” She smiled wider. 
“What are you planning?”
She ignored me. “Stop fake-delaying. Go on!” she said, gesturing to the basement door. 
When all I did was stare back, unamused, Macy playfully nudged me in the direction of the stairs. I relented, mostly because I was only able to take so much of her bony elbows digging into my side. I swatted her away.
“And why you get a bagel at a cheap food cart instead of the free pastries you get here, I’ll never know,” she called after me as I hip-bumped through the basement door. I waved my hand at her in response. 
 As I stuffed my things into my locker, I tried to focus on the new autumn-inspired latte recipes instead of the clenching hunger pains in my stomach. The bagel wasn’t being received well, and I pressed a hand against my stomach as it growled. It felt like a cluster of balloons were blown up inside me before being popped, one by one, puncturing my stomach with each tear.  I took slow breaths, leaning my hands against the row of lockers and mentally pep-talking myself to get through today. Supernatural sickness or not, I still had rent to pay. 
The now-familiar zing told me he was in the room before I fully ascended the stairs back into the café. Slowly, reluctantly, I pushed through the door as my eyes were pulled in his direction. He looked much the same as I remembered, except even better in daylight. His hair was slightly longer in the front, grazing the tops of his ears. I could tell he had already run his hands through it a few times this morning. His lips were as I remembered, pink and sculpted and perfect, and I had to force myself to look away as he headed over to Macy. 
He raised his eyes and looked straight at me as he took his seat. This time I was ready for it, and didn’t flinch. Neither did he. Pure silver greeted me again. I had never seen eyes like that on a person before. They were mesmerizing. 
He cocked a small smile at me. I blushed, realizing that I was probably staring at him for too long yet again. I busied myself with tying the back of my apron and pretended to be immersed in the orders of lattes and cappuccinos as Andrea skulked around me. Thankfully, she seemed back to normal, her teeth as white as if she dipped them in bleach, no rotting incisors in sight. I stayed a good distance away from her anyway, remembering Rob, remembering me. 
“Hey you,” I heard Macy say to Asher in greeting. “Remember me? I was the one at the party, flying doors off hinges looking for my errant friend over there.”
I rolled my eyes, though I kept them trained on the next person ordering. Macy’s tactics, though admirable, were not going to bait me this time. 
“Yeah, of course. Glad you found her.”
His voice was like sugared butter, and I clenched my jaw at the sound, turning the milk steamer on extra loud. Sugared butter laced with razorblades, I reminded myself. My body was still twanging as if barbed wire was scraping against my skin every time I moved. Coupled with my clenching stomach, I wasn’t doing too well this morning, I wiped my brow with the back of my wrist as I bent down to grab soy milk. 
“You remember Emily?”
“I do.”
I would not look up. Nope, I couldn’t hear them. My stomach rumbled in painful agreement. 
I felt him come over, his movements cautious as he weaved through the morning crowd, taking his place in line. I felt his study of me like a slow burn as I continued to pour cups of espresso like he wasn’t there.
Don’t look up. Do not do it. 
Damn it, I looked up. 
“Hi,” he said, looking at me over the espresso machine. “I wanted to say, I’m sorry about the other night.”
“Oh. Really?” I cleared my throat as I wiped off the milk steamer with a towel, not because I needed to but because I really needed an excuse to pull my stupid self together.
“Yeah, I think I came off as…abrupt.” He shrugged, his leather jacket tight against his broad shoulders. I forced myself to glance only at his face as I continued to work the coffee machine like a pro. Coffee beans, cup, press button, steam. I said the words like a mantra in my head. I would not look at his neck. I would not. 
His words hung in the air awkwardly, with Macy’s face darkening ominously behind it. I really hated to be rude, especially when he was trying to be nice.
I relented, just a little. “There’s nothing for you to be sorry for. If anything, I should be the sorry one, running off like that. It was kinda rude.”
I turned around to grab the blender as Andrea called out a frappe order, all too aware of Asher’s continued gaze on me and the increased prickling over my body the closer I got to him. 
“So, redo?” He asked, smiling as he held his hand over the espresso maker, opening his palm in invitation. But his eyes, there was something behind them. 
His hand reached just shy of my collarbone, and even though I didn’t raise my own hand to meet his, heat boiled up inside me regardless. My hand that held a full cup of coffee jerked, knocking the full blender beside me into the sink. 
“Oh, good job.” 
I looked up to see Liz Graham, one of Macy’s friends, ambling up behind Asher, her right eyebrow predictably arched as she eyed the mess. I barely spared her a glance as I began to clean it up, knowing that her ice blue eyes would pin me down as soon as I connected with them. She didn’t like me, and I didn’t like her. 
I flicked a glance at Asher. There was probably only one reason she would show up today, and that reason was currently causing fireworks to detonate against my skin. 
“Liz!” Macy called from her table. “Did you get my Facebook post? About those killer knee highs?”
“Yes! I died.” Liz’s voice rose a few octaves—dare I say became cheerful—when she turned to Macy.
Liz gave Asher a long look before tucking a strand of wheat blonde hair behind her ear and going over to Macy, pulling out her phone as she and Macy cooed over boots. I knew Macy was distracting Liz, but it was a distraction I didn’t want. I didn’t want to be alone talking to Asher, feeling him this closely.  
“Sorry,” I said, feebly trying to clean the mess while Andrea called out orders to me with increasing impatience. My fingers were shaking and I clenched them together against my palms, hard.
“Don’t worry about it.” He leaned over to grab a towel and wipe the sopping brown mess on the counter. It didn’t seem to bother him that Macy was very pointedly not helping, her version of giving us ‘privacy.’ He was too busy looking at me, his eyes feeling like pinpricks each time he moved them across my face. At that moment, I would’ve accepted a lifetime of growling stomach just to know what he was thinking.  
I had the strangest feeling inside me. I was drawn to him, but repelled by him at the same time. To enunciate my conflicting emotions, my stomach gurgled loudly. I turned my face away from him so he couldn’t see the pain that had skittered across it. 
“Skipped breakfast,” I shrugged apologetically, trying to brush off the clenching pain as nothing but a tiny hunger pang.
“Emily, seriously. Look at the line!”
Andrea’s voice, though whiney, had a point. The morning rush was here, and because our third shift-mate didn’t show up, we were now understaffed. Asher’s alluring but uncomfortable eyes aside, I had to get to work. I started to redo the frappe recipe, wiping my brow again.
He got the hint. “I’ll see you later.”
His voice was low, soft, something only I could hear. I shivered at the sound. How is it that he possessed such power over me when saying something so simple? Had I suddenly dropped into a romance novel?
My stomach rolled, clenched, deflated. I pressed a hand to it. Nope, no romance novel would have their heroine experience cramps so bad that it made the time of the month look like a cakewalk.
 I heard Macy over the crowd, jabbering away at Asher as he sat across from her with Liz sitting regally in the middle. After making my hundredth pumpkin caramel latte, I realized that I hadn’t even asked Asher what he wanted to drink. There was a gap in the line, and as I faced the espresso machine I could see their table. I opened my mouth to call out to them, but no words came out. I was speechless.
 I felt like my thoughts were trapped inside me and something was preventing me from voicing them. Each time I opened my mouth to call out Asher, to maybe form a full sentence in front of him, no sound would come out. I pressed a hand to my neck, my fingers digging gently into my throat as if they could locate an actual obstruction.
No more. 
I gave an abrupt jolt as a voice that wasn’t mine snaked through my head, rattling the stack of ceramic mugs to my left. Asher, Liz and Macy looked over in surprise and I smiled sheepishly at them, hoping that I wasn’t trembling as noticeably as I thought I was. 
I let out a slow, quiet breath as I tried to get my trembling body under control.  
“Miss? Could I actually get soy milk in this? My fault, I forgot to tell you.”
Grateful for the distraction, I immediately reached for the to-go cup the patron was holding out to me and remake his latte. 
“Sure, no problem.”
There. My voice was back, escaping from my mouth easily. But the voice…what was that?
A loud, ear-splitting crash interrupted my thoughts and shocked every single patron in the place to such an extent that I heard screams. The sound was so sudden that my heart nearly shot out of my chest and so loud that I almost scrambled down the basement stairs and flattened myself onto the floor for cover. The sound was followed by a loud wail, reverberating around the coffee shop in short staccato bursts. 
Now that I had every reason to tremble, I braced both my hands on the counter and breathed deep as I recovered from my initial shock. Glancing over at the sound, I realized a little boy had run into the display of coffee mugs near the entrance. Andrea was already over there, asking the mother, “Is he okay? Is he hurt? Cut?”
The mother was shaking her head as she held her child close, the boy still wailing against his mother’s chest. 
I was so focused on the mother and child that I failed register that Asher was now in front of me. 
Confused, I looked at him, wondering how he got behind the counter so quickly. His back was to me, but he stood ready to pounce, his body coiling in a way that I didn’t even know humans were capable of. His hands were out to his sides, but clenched, the muscles of his arm stiff under his jacket. He had backed up just a little, so close that if I blew out a deep breath, I would tickle the hairs at the back of his neck. 
Wait. Wait a minute. Was he…no, that’s stupid. Not possible. No way. I frowned, backing up myself until I hit the end of the counter. 
But…was he protecting me?
With everyone calming down, he turned and I could see the ice in his gaze. For a panicked moment I thought he was staring those blade-silver eyes at me, but I quickly realized that I wasn’t the source of his interest—the crash of glass and ceramic was, and now that it was over, his face was carefully smoothing back to normal. 
My body vibrated strangely in response, my muscles tensing and readying to spring into action despite the increasing pain in my stomach. It was only when I looked down that I realized my hands were clenched tightly into fists—so tight that I could see the whites of my knuckles. I immediately relaxed my hands, wincing slightly at the dull ache that followed.
Macy let out a little squeak in surprise, her hand moving to her mouth very slowly as she lifted her hot chocolate to her lips and stared at Asher, wide-eyed. 
“Asher?” I asked hesitantly, carefully. I kept my voice soft and unthreatening as I steadied my gaze on him, observing him as I would a tiger escaped from the Bronx zoo. 
“I can deal with sullen-hot. I cannot deal with psycho-hot,” I heard Liz say. She had taken up residence behind the pastry counter, just to my right, using it as a shield should Asher begin to go postal on her. He was barely paying attention to her, only looking at her once, like a pretty art piece on a wall before moving on and forgetting about it. He just glared, at me, at the empty space beside me, I really wasn’t sure. 
“Asher?” I tried again. 
My voice caused him to blink, and he relaxed as soon as I caught his attention. But his eyes remained alert and focused as he walked around me and back to the other side of the counter.
“I hate loud noises,” he said before making his way to the exit, barely even looking at me. 
I remained stiff with shock, tense and watchful, as my eyes followed him out the door. I couldn’t help but continue glancing at the back of his head in wonder, and I sensed Liz beside me, looking at him in furtive panic until he disappeared from the windows. 
The air cleared as soon as he left the coffee shop. 
What was that? I asked myself.
 I’m potentially in the middle of a mental breakdown, or receiving special superpowers, depending on your point of view, and yet I still find time to be lured in by a mysteriously handsome new guy? Just last Friday, every part of me was telling me to stay away from him. Now, it felt like I was being torn in half—one side urging me to go on, to continue the pursuit of Asher and all the feelings he gave me just by looking at him, and the other side demanding that I stay far, far away. That I was being warned.  
“Oh, dude you are totally smitten.” Macy grinned as she leaned up against the counter. “I told you. He even tried to defend you! Like a knight. A hot, sexy, brooding knight.”
“A dark knight,” I said softly, mumbling half to myself. 
“Well yeah, dark and sexy. Oh please,” she said when she saw my tense look. “I react way worse than he did when I find a spider crawling up my leg. So, want me to invite him out with us tomorrow night?”
I cringed. “No, I don’t think so.”
I hadn’t thought about seeing him again. It was taking a lot of effort to be normal around him, and in the state I was in, it was only going to get worse. Maybe I really was getting the stomach flu. Maybe that’s all this was, despite exhibiting unnatural physical manifestations, and possibly hearing strange voices, maybe in the midst of it I was just getting the stupid flu. I was always able to rationalize my way into or out of anything, and I was so desperate for answers that I could probably talk myself into actually believing I had a virus. The flu could create hallucinations, dizziness and a heated craziness that made you feel like you were burning from the inside out. I most definitely possessed each and every one of those symptoms. Of course that could be what this was. 
Don’t be an idiot, I told myself. It was high time I actually acknowledged these physical changes and supernatural mental abilities in me instead of ignoring them. That way I could actually try to fix it. 
I had the foreboding feeling that if I didn’t at least try, I would probably end up like those poor, broken ceramic mugs, scattered across the tiled floor. Broken shards of what used to be a complete and comforting whole.
 



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
I brushed Macy off as gently as I could after my shift ended. Usually we headed over to the local diner for a while between my shifts, Macy for the most part regaling me with the latest college gossip as we shared a plate of fries.  
Today however, I was restless and clenched tight. My stomach had only become worse. Beads of sweat were rapidly forming on my brow, and I quickly had to wipe the sweat away before anyone noticed. While my stomach made my body beg for me to go home, curl up, and lie down with a hot water bottle, the pain was causing my mind to become even more determined to figure out what was going on. 
Luckily, I was never a sick child. Not once have I ever had to enter through hospital doors, sick and in pain. I had lived such a sheltered life when I was young that I rarely had an opportunity to have any sort of accident that could land me in the hospital. And so I was able to rationalize that, because I never had any reason to go to a hospital before, I didn’t need to go to one now. 
The restaurant was within walking distance from Cream of the Cup, and I hurriedly set off on foot as soon as I waved good-bye to Andrea, making a hard left that nearly made me trip on my own feet when I saw Macy and Liz talking close at the intersection, waiting for the light to turn. I was determined to hide my discomfort from Macy and everyone else, and I hoped that they hadn’t just seen my graceless dive into an alleyway. 
I half-sped, half-stumbled to my next job, my right hand bracing against the smog-dusted brick walls for balance as I forced my feet forward. 
Once I reached my destination, I had pulled it together enough to at least slightly pass for normal. A cold sweat had come over me again, soaking through my clothes as it covered by body. The front of my blue shirt looked like I had just run a fifteen-mile marathon. A large dark blue V of sweat was forming rapidly on my shirtfront.  
I looked inside and saw that the evening crowd was going to be manageable in the small restaurant, as it was already almost seven and only a few tables were occupied. Pulling the door open, I walked into the smell of fresh baked bread. 
I’ve always loved the smell of fresh bread, whatever kind, and Butterfield was always filled with the aroma. Usually that smell brought me a sense of safety, of warm comfort. 
Now, however, I didn’t feel safe. I felt nauseous. 
“Em, good, you’re here!”
I heard the voice coming from the kitchen through the small open window into the dining room. Ettie Butterfield pushed through the flapping kitchen doors and made her way to me, wiping her hands on a towel before she enveloped me in a large hug. 
“How are ya, hun?” She pressed back, her hands still on my shoulders as her soft hazel eyes took in the state of me. “You okay?”
“Yeah, just a long day at Cream.”
She nodded in understanding, pushing her spectacles up onto her head and creating a large halo of short graying curls around them. “The life of the service industry. I get it. Come on back, I have a plate warming for you before you start.”
She put her arm around my shoulders, squeezing me affectionately as she led me to the kitchen and smiled at the few patrons that were quietly eating dinner. 
I’d been working for Ettie for about a two and a half years now, and considered her more of a mother hen to me than a boss. Before Macy and I became close, she was often the one I would turn to with problems, from everything to paying rent to dating. As she ushered me onto the kitchen stool and urged me to eat, I was again reminded that Ettie had been more of a mother to me than my own ever would be. 
Because I loved Ettie, I forced down her famous meatloaf and mashed potatoes, trying hard not to gag at the white and brown globs as they entered my mouth. She watched me carefully as she assisted her head chef with the meals, every now and then saying, “Put some meat on those bones, girl!” whenever she saw I was slowing down. 
When she was distracted enough to stop looking back at me, I subtly dumped three quarters of my meal into the trash beside me, wiping my mouth with my hand and ordering myself not to puke. 
Standing up, I went to the staff bathroom and changed into a simple blue cap-sleeved dress to go with Ettie’s theme of warm yellows and cool blues. 
I was shaky, but I was able to make it through the dinner rush, because it was Monday and there wasn’t really one. Ettie’s restaurant sat about thirty people, and despite her success, she refused to expand, preferring instead to keep it “quaint and warm.” As the soft lamplights on the butter yellow walls cascaded over the dark mahogany tables, I understood Ettie’s desire to keep this place soft and comforting. 
By eleven o’clock, I was wiping down the tables as Ettie banked the small hearth in the corner, readying herself to close up for the night. Only one patron remained, eating quietly at a side table and flipping through a magazine. 
Ettie gave her a small glance before coming up to me. “You okay to close down? My granddaughter’s sick with the flu, and I’d really like to stop by, drop off some of my chicken soup.”
I waved my hand at her, hoping it wasn’t trembling as noticeably as I thought it was. “Sure, no problem.” I gestured to the girl. “I’ll take care of her.”
“You’re a star, sweetheart.” She gave me an affectionate pat on the shoulder before grabbing her jacket from the coatrack and shutting the blinds to the front windows on her way out. “I’ll see you Wednesday.”
Once she left, I finally let my body go, exhausted from forcing it stiff, from pushing it to be normal. I collapsed onto the chair beside me, resting my head in my hand as the other clutched the damp hand towel in my lap. 
Taking deep breaths, I tried to calm my racing heart and roiling belly, mentally pep-talking my body into allowing me to stay here, to just get through ten more minutes before I could kick the girl out and go home to bed. 
Sustenance. 
The thought shot through my mind so sharply that I jerked my chin up, my eyes skimming over the domes of light on the yellow walls as if a shrouded figure were about to curl out of the shadows. My stomach clenched at the word. My eyes settled on the girl, still hunched-over at the table on the far left, a figure that was so deep in the shadows that I could barely make out her features. Through the candlelight I guessed that she was approximately my age, but she was reading so furiously that she was bent over her magazine on the mahogany table. Her legs were curled underneath her and she hummed quietly under her breath and flipped through the pages.
My vision sharpened. I suddenly saw her clearly, with her lank brown hair hanging in oily strings across her face. Her forehead shined with grease in the light, and I could count each and every pimple on her forehead. Her body was slim and bony, her red oversized sweatshirt doing nothing to hide her emaciated state. I could hear her breath, slow but labored, and my eyes skittered to her neck, watching as her pulse beat rapidly underneath her skin.
I knew the instant she sensed me, as her breath hitched in her throat and she glanced up. She squinted and slowly rose up from her seat. 
“Can I help you?” she asked. 
“Oh…no. Sorry. I’m sorry,” I said lamely and looked away, ashamed at being caught staring. “We’re closing in about ten minutes.”
“Fine.” Pacified, she sat back down again and dug her face back into her magazine, dismissing me. 
Despite my best attempts to obey my own sharp mental commands, my body refused to listen and my eyes instantly shot back to her and latched onto her neck. I couldn’t look away. For the life of me, I could not look away. 
“Do you have some sort of problem?” 
She was glaring at me now and didn’t even bother to hide the disgust in her voice as she watched me, her dirty fingers curled over her magazine protectively. 
“I…no. I’m sorry,” I said again, panic rising within me. 
My heart began to race and my breaths came out of me short and tight. My muscles had tensed again, so hard that my body was beginning to tremble with the effort. My clothes were once again becoming sweat-soaked as I tried to maintain control. 
“Then stop staring at me.”  
I continued to stare. My breath heaved out of me, getting heavier and louder with every inhale and exhale. I braced both hands on the edge of the table to keep my upper body from falling out of the chair. 
Or that was what I thought I was doing. With the way my legs had coiled underneath me and with the sharp points of my elbows shooting up toward the ceiling, I was forced to come to the impossible conclusion that I was bracing myself to leap somewhere. To leap at her. 
I tried to snap myself out of it. I really did. But it was as if an animal had taken over my body, an animal that lived for only one purpose, one goal. 
Food.
Then I did something that even in my most agitated state as a child, even during my most defensive moments against my mother, I had never, ever done. 
I lifted my lips up over my teeth and snarled at her. 
I expected her to jerk back in shock, her eyes wide with fear before she ran far, far away from me. But I really should have known by now, especially due to my current circumstances, that I should stop expecting the expected. 
She didn’t cower in fear, nor did she glance away in disgust before hurriedly rushing out the wooden restaurant doors. The girl actually snarled back at me. 
“You’re actually doing this? You actually want to fight me?” She straightened in her seat. 
As if in answer, my eyes landed on her neck. I was so appalled and confused with myself that I couldn’t think of one thing to say to her. All I wanted was to eat. All I wanted was for this hunger to go away. I continued to try and fight against this need, because I knew then that if I didn’t, if I crumbled and gave into this urge, I would hurt her. I wanted to hurt her. 
“Run,” I said through clenched teeth, sweat starting to drip into my eyes.
“What?” Apprehension finally crossed her face. 
“Just…run. Please.” 
Bloodlust coated my vision. 
I cried out as the pain of my internal battle became too much. I needed food. I needed the sustenance. I knew I was caving, slowly but inevitably. 
I gave in. 
I sprung up to leap at her, but I was completely taken by surprise when her face changed from staged apprehension to furious hate. She shot up from her chair and leaned over the table at me, her teeth bared.  Her eyes, originally a light blue when she first looked at me, transformed into a black, pupil-less gaze. The whites of her eyes were completely erased. It was like looking in to the eyes of a shark; a dark, empty abyss. Eyes that I had seen before. She smiled, showing a row of jagged, uneven fangs.
“Oh god, not again,” I said, her horrid appearance freezing me in place. “This can’t be happening again.”
It was too late once I realized my mistake. I had spent too much precious time trying to fight against the overwhelming urges that rushed through me. That delay, coupled with witnessing a harmless girl morph into a mutant thing, caused me to hesitate for too long, to stay frozen in a vulnerable position for too much time. She didn’t need to process or fight anything. She knew exactly what she was and what she wanted, and in less than a millisecond she curled her legs underneath her, and like an insect, smacked into me, knocking my chair back and onto the floor. I heard the crack of the chair legs as they snapped in half. She remained on top of me, her legs locking into the sides of my torso and her elongated fingernails digging sharply into my arms, confining me. She lunged closer, putting her face within mere inches of mine and making a sound that I could only describe as a low-pitched mewing, as if she were savoring me, taking me in with her eyes. I waited for her to dart out her tongue and taste me, but none came. I dared a glance at her mouth, and was greeted by cavernous blackness. I realized that she didn’t lick me because she didn’t have anything to lick with. She had no tongue. 
I struggled against her, trying to free myself from her startlingly strong grasp despite her emaciated state. She remained as firm as concrete, barely even twitching as I battled underneath her grip. Her eyes refused to meet mine; they were too busy roaming around my face, on my hair, my ears, and my neck. 
“Hey! Hey!” I tried to get her attention, to get her to focus on my eyes. Even though I had struggled with playing mind-games on the bodega guy this morning, I still managed to influence him eventually. Hopefully, enough of whatever that stuff was remained so that I could compel this thing to get off me. 
Her talons began to cut through the shoulder sleeves of my dress, digging into me and drawing blood. I felt the pop of my skin as her nails started cutting through and I moaned in pain, unable to contain my cries. I felt so weak, I felt so starved that I wasn’t sure how much longer I could fight her. 
A stroke of luck came the instant her nails sank deep enough that the skin of her fingers touched my skin, and she shrieked and rolled off me. She landed a few feet away with her knees bent and legs apart in a crouched position, balancing on her toes. Her arms rested alongside her body, her talons scraping against the floor. 
I was still on my back and somehow, despite her toppling me to the ground, I remained in a seated position on the chair, though my back was now resting against the floor. I fell to my side, dislodging myself from the broken chair and attempting to stand. She remained in her unnatural position, her head cocking sickeningly to the side, and I had a déjà vu moment: she looked exactly like Rob when he had turned into a monster. 
It all came back to me in an instant. Rob, the brick wall he slammed me into, the hissing questions coming out of his aberrantly large mouth and rimmed with yellow, jutting teeth.  
“What are you?” this one said, the words slithering out of her mouth in uneven syllables. 
I wanted to respond in kind, asking “What are you?” but strangely, I couldn’t form the words. I also noticed that my stomach had mysteriously stopped its constant clenching and lay eerily quiet. 
I knew what it wanted. I could vaguely remember what had happened to me when I faced off with the monster in Rob. I acknowledged the next action I would be taking, resigned. It was my only choice.  
I locked eyes with her. This girl—thing—didn’t put up much of a fight, probably because she was just as confused with me as I was with her. I quieted my mind, allowing the dark heat to grow larger inside me, to fire through me and take me over. It was the only way I knew how to survive this creature. This deeper, fiercer part of me knew what to do and I gave into it, this time anticipating the roaring heat coursing through my body and rushing through my ears, drowning out all sound. 
Her fangs parted as my eyes looked deep into her soul, her own giant black orbs resting on mine. 
“They said your kind no longer existed,” she said, her lips moving slimily over and under her jagged fangs as she attempted to speak. Her lips dripped with black rivulets of blood when she curled them back into position. 
I had taken a backseat to this strange flame now unfurling inside me, but I was still able to register what she said. 
Wait!
Don’t shut me out. I need to know what she means!
The fire ignored my pleas, shoving them down and back at me, hard. 
“You want to come to me,” I whispered, the words riding softly on my breath, curling and emitting their own allure as they reached her ears. 
She mewed again, rising slowly out of her crouched position and walked towards me gently, almost reverently. 
My control over her felt like electricity surging throughout my body, its center pulsing behind my eyes. When she reached me, I held out my hands, palms out, and waited. 
Her arms rose up to wrap around mine, her hands freezing cold as her talons scratched my skin. The cold turned into a burn as her skin touched mine, but I bore the heat, welcomed it even. It felt like a hot, searing shower of fire, but my face flushed with joy and anticipation each time a flame ignited underneath my skin. 
She screamed in agony as she touched me, but my control wouldn’t allow her to let go. I saw that her eyes, though black as coal, held pain behind them. 
Her screams filled the room, and if I were my normal self, I would have buckled and covered my ears to stop the shrieking from bursting my eardrums. 
But I was not myself. 
This deeper, darker part of me was pushing my mind backwards. I tried to fight against it, to remain conscious and alert, but my vision began to waver weakly and blurrily as I started to black out. 
No. No, don’t shut me out, I begged as black spots started to coat my vision. 
Do you want to see? Whispered the voice within me, feeling like tendrils of fire as it echoed softly in my mind, tantalizing me as it twisted inside my head, the flames flicking against my mind, testing, searching. 
I hesitated then, unsure and frightened. 
I heard a soft escape of breath, slow and deep as it swirled, up and around, heard only in my mind, yet with the words I felt a hot wind coat my face, lifting my hair, reddening my cheeks as it stroked down my body like the softest of feathers. The girl watched me through her pain, unblinking, unhearing of the whispers inside me. 
The heat was addicting. The whispers were mesmerizing. My lips parted even as I thought the word, yes. 
This time, a loud escape of breath rushed through my head and harsh laughter followed, though the sound felt like velvet over my skin. As it dissipated, so did the spots in my vision. I remained conscious, staring back at the girl’s onyx eyes and no longer feeling the need to succumb to my dizziness and leave this nightmare behind.
The calming fire and my resulting relaxation that hooded my eyes and slowed my breath was short-lived. Unexpectedly, my body jerked forward, my hands digging into the girl’s skin, emitting a fresh round of screams. 
Horrified, I felt my mouth open, my lower jaw cracking and popping as it detached itself and stretched underneath my skin. My gums burned as I felt my teeth grow. 
Her screaming abruptly stopped, and I wondered why for only an instant until I realized that I had latched onto her throat, my teeth digging deeply into her soft neck, gliding into her skin with the silence and silkiness of sharp, deadly blades. 
Warmth trickled into my mouth, and while the voice inside me enjoyed the dying, the killing, I knew it didn’t enjoy the blood. The blood was not what it wanted. 
She melted against me, and once I felt the pulse of her blood ebb in my mouth, I knew I had killed her. I released my arms, and she collapsed onto herself on the ground, folding over almost as if she were sleeping. 
I fought again to regain control, but I was once again shoved aside. Whatever had grabbed hold of me found me to be a weakling, a mere tickle against its strength and determination. As it swirled inside me, its laughter as sharp as its flames, I realized I was mocked by it. 
But as quickly as the whispers came, they disappeared, leaving me breathless and bloody next to a body that no longer looked like a monster, but a girl that had just been brutally murdered. The undulating, relentless hunger returned to my center, coming back so forcefully that I bent forward in pain. My hands snapped out to prevent me from falling any further and my right hand jolted out and landed on the girl’s arm. My hand tingled where it met her skin, and though I tried to fight against it, I didn’t fight as hard as I could have. My pain, my hunger, was all consuming, and there was only one way to relieve it. 
I bent my head over hers, our lips almost touching, and I breathed in. 
My body instantly relaxed as I inhaled the smoldering blue tendrils, and I felt it fire through my veins, reaching the tip of my toes and electrifying my body and feeling like euphoria. 
That taste, oh that sweet taste… 
My eyes fluttered closed in ecstasy as I continued to inhale deep, right into my center. If I weren’t already on my knees, I would have buckled right then. 
Too soon, it was over. I leaned back on my heels and sighed, rolling my tongue over my top lip with deep satisfaction as I raised my face to the ceiling. 
YOU THINK YOU CAN HIDE? 
The voice that roared through my mind was so loud it pierced my very soul. This wasn’t the velvet whisper. This wasn’t the calming fire. This was torture. 
KEEP DOING THIS. IT ONLY BRINGS ME CLOSER TO YOU. 
“No, please, I don’t know what’s happening!” I pleaded uselessly with the empty air, satisfaction and ecstasy forgotten as I crumbled to the ground. “Please…”
Trembling as if my muscles had just endured a four-hour cardio class, I waited for the inevitable blackness this pain would bring, clouding over my mind and rendering me blissfully unconscious. Anything to get away from that roar, that hate. 
I welcomed it readily.
 



 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
“You really are completely ridiculous.”
The voice shook me out of my dream state, and I groaned in protest. I had been floating aimlessly, feeling a gentle tropical breeze gliding across my body. I had no fear, no anxiety, no panic. Just cool, blue water amid floating, blossoming lily pads. It was the type of dream that I was reluctant to give up. 
“You need to wake the hell up before someone sees you!”
The owner of the unwelcome voice kept shaking me. 
“Okay,” I groaned louder, grudgingly cracking my eyes open. “Okay, just stop!”
I opened them to dark brown eyes framed by large black-rimmed glasses. Familiar dark brown eyes.
“Derek?” 
He was still in the same camel-colored wool coat with what looked like a red scarf tied around his neck and tilting to the side. The scarf looked oddly merry on him and completely out of place.  My eyes traveled up to his face, noticing that his light brown hair looked tousled and his cheeks flushed, like he had just run through a biting wind. 
“The one and only. Seems like you can’t help but run into me. But not to worry.” He lifted his hands, palms up. “There’s no book in my hands for me to conveniently throw at you this time.”
“Where is she?” I asked, still lying prone but jerking my neck around, seeing only empty teak tiles beside me. 
“Who?”
“The monster. The girl. She attacked me…” I tried to form coherent thoughts. 
“There’s no one here but us.” He pointed to his right. “Door was open. I was excited for meatloaf.”
I propped myself up on my forearms slowly, energy pumping into my body with every movement I made. I started to feel like, once again, I was experiencing a caffeine-high. 
“No, there was a girl. She attacked me. Big black eyes, long yellow teeth…”
This made Derek pause. “You mean she showed herself?” 
He looked at me with disbelief, but not the type of disbelief a normal person would give after hearing about a girl with black eyes and yellow teeth attacking me. If anything, I expected more of a mocking, “My, what big teeth you describe! Was it the better to eat you with, little girl?”
Instead, he made me look at him incredulously when he continued, “We normally don’t do that here, not even when we’re feasting.” 
He paused, looking around the restaurant. “And if she did show herself, she would have left quite a big mess.” Derek gestured around us, noting nothing out of place except for the broken chair beside me. 
“What are you…Derek, you have to tell me what’s going on. You have to tell me.” I could feel myself getting more hysterical by the second. “Please, just tell me.”
“Whoa, calm down. I’m not really sure what to tell you. You’re kind of not making sense.”
“I’m not making sense? You’re not making sense. She attacked me—with fangs. She hurt me. I fought back and I—I don’t know where her body went, but she was right here.” I pointed at the empty teak tiles on my left. “Am I going crazy? Is that it? Are you just a figment of my imagination?”
I poked him on his arm just to be sure he was real. He pulled his arm away from me, irked. “You know, all I wanted to do was come here, grab a nice meal, and have a nice time in the little terrace out back where no one would bother me.” He frowned at me, looking very put-upon, as if it were him
that was just forced to fend off a girl-beast and now had to explain the attack to an imbecile. “I am so sick of people. And now you plop in front of me, with all your questions and your teary eyes, thinking that I have all the answers when really, I just want to be left alone. From humans, from our own kind—from everyone.”
Finished with his tirade, Derek clamped his mouth shut and glared at me. Yet, he remained kneeling, and I took the fact that he wasn’t leaving as a good sign. 
“But you’re curious,” I finally reasoned. “You wouldn’t be sticking around talking to me right now if you weren’t.”
“Damn it, you’re right,” he agreed, and with great reluctance. “You’re saying she attacked you, but we don’t fight each other. We have bigger goals in place than that. It’s essential we stick together in order to fight the Trine.”
“See that, right there, I have no idea what just came out of your mouth.” 
Derek rocked back on his heels. “I’ve never heard of this before. Having no memory. I mean, newbies usually bumble around for a while, but you at least have a Mentor with you.”
“Derek,” I said through clenched teeth. “Talk to me in ways I can understand!”
Derek sighed. “You have me just intrigued enough to entertain you. Especially seeing how different you look then when I last saw you.” He looked me up and down—or should I say sideways, since I was still leaning on my forearms. “That has me considering.”
I shook my head tiredly. “Do I have glowing skin? Gleaming eyes? Lustrous hair?” 
“Yes, you totally do,” he said. 
“That’s what happened last time,” I said, my voice breaking as I fell onto my back again and stared at the ceiling. 
“Interesting.” Not sensing my distress, or more probably simply ignoring it, Derek continued to muse, “I don’t think I’ve encountered your kind before. Then again, there are thousands of Sects. But I pride myself on knowing all of our species. Every. Single. One.” He enunciated his point by ticking off his fingers, but continued to stare at me with his eyebrows lowered, his glasses casting long shadows across his eyes.
“What am I?” I asked. I didn’t even flush at the plaintive sound in my voice. I was past the point of trying to stay strong. So much blood…how was I to stay strong with so much of it on my hands? 
Again, he paused in consideration. “When did you inhabit this body?”
I rubbed my hands over my face, sighing. “I’ve always been in this body. I’m me.”
“That’s impossible. Rarely do we inhabit children. Children are incredibly difficult to navigate, trust me on that one.” He sighed at my exhausted look, brushing his fingers through his hair before continuing, “There’s only one sect that does, and they’re a disgusting little bunch. You definitely aren’t one of them.”
“I’ve never inhabited anyone! I was born me.”
Derek regarded me carefully. “The only explanation I have in this circumstance is that you somehow lost your memory during the transition.”
“My memories? I have memories. I remember most of my life! Believe me, if you knew my life, it’d be hard to forget.”
“Oh honey, no,” he said, patting my right shoulder gently. “Those are your human’s memories. We all have those. How would you expect us to navigate in this world otherwise?”
“But I am human.” 
Derek tipped his head. “Oh, this is just too much fun. I’m sorry I dismissed you so outright. You’ll be an excellent study.”
“Derek, for the millionth time, please tell me what you’re talking about.”
Again, Derek placed his hand on my shoulder, rubbing it back and forth. “Darling, you’re not human,” he said, almost as if he were speaking to a four-year-old. “You’re a demon.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
Although he looked as calm as a person who just finished a refreshing class of Bikhram yoga, I was convinced that Derek was bat-shit crazy. Even more bat-shit crazy than me. And possibly even my mother. 
“You are bat-shit crazy,” I said. 
Derek was still sitting on the back of his heels, regarding me like one would regard a petri dish in a science lab.
I was still splayed on my back on the floor, almost too afraid to move in case I startled the unnervingly calm-but-crazy person beside me.
“I don’t think so. I’m not the one with no sense of self here,” he said, his hands resting gently on his thighs. 
I finally sat up, crossed my legs and faced him. 
“There must be…you’re nuts.” I stared at him, refusing to believe his words but at the same time feeling
that they were true. The flame stirred, fireflies swirling up into my chest. “I can’t be a…a demon. This is a hallucination. Maybe I am sick—oh god, maybe I do belong in a bed beside my mother. I’m going insane.” I thought of the girl. Rob. The blood. The voice inside me laughed, soft and deep. “Multiple personalities…” I knew I was rambling. I didn’t care. 
He laughed. “That’s usually what the humans call most demons who can’t properly control their hosts. Or in some cases, it actually is the human. But you, my dear, are neither.”
“Then it has to be some other sort of mental disorder. My mother—” 
“If that’s the case, how would you explain your powers of persuasion? Your physical changes? I’ve never seen the physical manifestations that you’re displaying. And believe me, I’ve been around for a very long time. You must tell me just what else you can do.” His eyes brightened for a moment, eager as he looked at me. “It irritates me that I’m stumped by you.”
“I don’t know what else I can do. I don’t even know what I’m doing.”  
“Well, let’s reach a deal then. Since you clearly have no memory of what you are, allow me to inform you of our ways, to become your Mentor. In return, you’ll allow me to study you.”
“I’m not some experiment,” I said, appalled. “I’m a human being.”
“No you’re not.”
“I am. Possibly I’m a human with superpowers.”
He laughed again, and I had to admit that he had a nice, rumbling laugh. “No. You’re not. But I suppose you can call them superpowers. So, do we have a deal?”
I sighed, contemplating his words. So far, he was the only person who could offer me any explanation as to what was happening to me. I could possibly see a psychiatrist, but I’d probably end up locked up in a mental institution in a hot minute once I told him or her about my perceived “superpowers.” Oh, and killing people in a bloody mess before evaporating them and leaving no evidence. 
“Okay, let’s say I entertain you
temporarily, and allow you to regale me with all your demon stories.” I didn’t want to tell him that I had no other option, that I felt adrift and alone. “But only temporarily. If this becomes too tiring, or too insane, I’m out okay?”
Derek nodded, but his eyes stayed steady on mine. “Fine.”
“Okay then.” I slapped the palms of my hands on my knees to punctuate the deal. 
“So, what’s your first question?” 
I started a little. “Oh. Okay.” 
I didn’t think we’d begin our little tête-à-tête immediately, but Derek’s face took on a determined look. I didn’t think he wanted to let me go just yet. Not until he knew more.
To be honest, I felt the same way. 
I stood up, my energy firing in all directions. It was becoming more and more difficult to stay still. “Can we sit at a table for the rest of this?”
Derek shrugged, standing up noiselessly. I couldn’t help but be in awe of his quiet, lithe movements. Human movements had no choice but to make cracking or popping sounds, legs and arms moving around for balance as one stood up. His movements were unnervingly inhuman. No wonder he moved so fast that day in the park, smacking me in the face with his book before I could even blink.
“The…girl,” I continued as I headed over to same table I’d originally occupied, lightly stepping over the broken chair as I tried to focus my thoughts away from Derek.  “The monster that attacked me. Why did she attack me?”
“Describe her to me,” Derek said as he sat down across from me. 
I did, right down to the empty, black eyes, the large, fanged mouth, her emaciated state, and of course, her lack of a tongue. 
“Well,” he said, taking time to think. “What you’re describing, she’s certainly very low in our ranks. She’s a Scraw. No physical or mental powers—they’re what humans call ‘bottom-feeders.’ They come to this world, and they eat. They isolate themselves. Rarely do they make contact with other demons. And even more rarely do they ever fight another demon.” He looked at me, his mouth forming a tight line. “Are you sure this is what you saw?”
I nodded. “Yes. Absolutely. She’s hard to erase from my memory.”
“Yes well, your memory isn’t exactly up to par now is it, my little demon?” 
I frowned. “No, that’s what she looked like. I’m sure. And I’m not your little demon.”
He ignored me, deep in thought as he stared at the mahogany table, absently tracing circles with his finger. “It’s just so unlike a Scraw.”
“Well, there was actually another time…”
His head jerked up at that. “Another demon attacked you?”
“Yes. Last Friday at a party. But, here’s the thing. He’s my friend—was my friend. Rob Morrow. One minute he was himself, and the next…he slammed me up against a wall and tried to bite my head off. Literally.”
“No, no that’s just not possible.” He stood up from the table and began to pace. “We don’t
attack each other like this. We all know. The Trine is here. We can’t wrestle around with each other when there is a much greater danger to our kind in our midst. Damos’s orders.”
 “Well, it is possible because it did happen.” I tilted my head as my eyes followed him, back and forth, back and forth.  “Who’s Damos? Is he like, a super-demon?”
“When you address the most powerful demon of our kind, you address him accordingly. Don’t be so glib.” He stopped moving enough to glare at me. “Tell me about this demon.”
I once again described a monster for him. This time I pictured long yellow teeth, a gaping maw, and definitely a large black tongue. Derek seemed most interested in his eyes, how they were bright yellow, almost glowing, with a black slit in the center. 
“That’s another low-sect demon. A Melix. Pretty much acts like a snake, makes a nest somewhere in the woods, swallows its prey whole, that sort of thing,” he said, as if he were talking about a nature show and not a supernatural monster that eats people. 
“And its prey is—” 
“Humans, of course. All of our prey is human. Even yours. How else have you survived this long if you haven’t been feasting on humans?” He tipped his head sideways at me again, regarding me. 
I jerked back in disgust. “I have never, ever ‘feasted’ on another human. Ever.” 
 “I’m just going to have to blame that on your faulty memory. Of course you have. You can’t survive without it.”
I pictured a long dining table filled with grotesque demons, each sitting primly on their chair as they eyed the rows of humans in front of them, apples stuffed in mouths and empty stares gazing skyward. No, I insist, you take the heart. I had it last time. 
“We only take a little. Usually we don’t kill them,” he said, as if reading my thoughts. Or maybe he could
read my thoughts. I eyed him suspiciously as he continued. “We just take enough to sustain ourselves. It’s rather easy to compel the humans to forget.” He waved his hands out in front of him again. “If you’re a high-sect demon.”
“You mean like a vampire or something? Demons just suck on human blood, then dilate their pupils all scary-like and compel the person to forget?” 
Derek laughed again. “With one difference. We don’t drink blood. Gross,” he made a face before continuing on. “We take pieces of their life-force. Or the whole thing, if a demon is feeling greedy.”
“Life-force?” 
“I believe humans term it as their ‘soul.’ We survive off eating human souls. Sucking the life-force out of them, if you want to get all vampirical about it.”
That made me pause. It was such an intangible thing, barely thought of as we lived our lives, smiling with our hearts, thinking with our brains…but we were driven by our soul. And this person, or creature, was telling me that he took it. Not only took it, but ate it. 
You remember…
I did remember. Those spiraling tendrils of blue smoke, delectable as it drifted into my mouth and coated my throat like melting chocolate. I had to take a loud swallow of saliva before I asked, “Rob. What happened him? No one seems to remember that he exists. It’s as if Rob just disappeared out of existence.”
Derek went very still after that, and if I thought he regarded me carefully before, he was even more watchful of me now when he stated, “That can only mean one thing. You are very, very high in the ranks if you can do something like that.”
“Something like what?”
“Alter reality.”
I stiffened. “I did what now?”
“When you fought this demon and destroyed its human host, this ‘Rob’—which I really don’t recommend, by the way, it only draws unwanted attention to you—you were able to make it so he no longer existed.”
At my blank look, he continued, exasperated, “When you attack a demon without first expelling that demon out of the human’s body, you kill the human, but not the demon.”
It still wasn’t clicking. This time, he dropped his chin down and looked at me, his face perfectly mirroring a sarcastic “Really?” before he tried again. “The demon can easily sift out of its dying host and move onto another. Our essence inhabits humans, not our form.” He leaned his face closer to me, speaking slowly so his next words could sink in. “We can’t be destroyed when we’re inhabiting a human.”
His words began to become clear. A demon inhabited Rob. Another one inhabited the girl. I nodded in understanding, as if he were just talking to me about ingredients to put in chocolate cake. I think my mind had gone numb, an after-shock of sorts. Was I really accepting this? 
I remembered the girl’s unearthly screams. Rob’s dripping fangs. Okay yes, I was accepting it. 
Derek ploughed on. “Usually, demons must deal with the human life they destroy. I can’t think of any demon in a long time that was able to zap that human life out of existence.”
He lost me again. Or maybe it was the denial that began to bubble up in my throat like bile as I began to understand his meaning. “What do you mean zapping a life out of existence? I couldn’t have done that.” 
 “Most of us have to deal with the human body after we feast on them. You know, attempt to make the human body look like another human murdered it, the usual tactics. Which is why we usually don’t kill and just take a little.” He gave me a sideways glance. “Too much effort to clean up otherwise. But you.” His voice lowered to a whisper. “You made it so the human you killed never existed in the first place.”
I shook my head in disbelief. “I didn’t do that. I didn’t do that to Rob.”
He placed his hands on the table as he leaned towards me, his face mere inches from mine when he said,  “Yes, you did. You took your friend’s soul, then deleted him.” 
It took a full minute for his words to sink in. Foul smelling demons, intangible life-forces—I could deal with all that. It was separate enough, crazy
enough, that my mind could absorb it, much like I would absorb a bedtime story. But this…this. Telling me someone was dead—that he was dead because of me…I had no words, only horror. 
His voice became eager when he continued, “What you did—it’s incredible. I haven’t seen anything like this in—in a century. You took control of reality, rippled it so that you only affected one human life and left everything else the same as it was. No butterfly effect. No mistakes. Do you know how much control that takes? How much talent?”
I barely even registered his words. 
“No. No,” I said, my voice tight and strained. “I didn’t kill him.” 
Derek finally stopped pacing, turning to me and taking in my shaking, trembling form. His eyes softened. “Oh, little demon, I think you did. Just like you did with that girl over there. You must come to terms with it.”
“It’s not—it wasn’t him, though Derek! It was the demon. Rob was gone. It wasn’t Rob anymore…”
It had gotten too quiet. I looked up, searching, and jerked a little in my seat when I saw he had once again taken a seat across from me. Silently. He leaned into the table, his chin resting in his hand. 
“The Melix didn’t empty its host entirely before inhabiting it,” he finally said. 
“What? You’re saying Rob was in there…with the demon—Melix? Trapped by it? But you just said demons take souls!” Was I becoming hysterical? Maybe. I was confused, hurt, panicked. Yes, I was definitely bordering on hysterical.
“You need to listen to my words,” he said, dropping his hand from his chin. “I said we only take a little. We can easily take over a human body with pieces of the soul still in place. They’re so, so weak…” he trailed off, caught himself. “We can eat away at it, savoring each bite as we continue on in this world, using these bodies.” He lifted his arms, looking at them and smiling. “Because they fit us so well.”
I remained silent as he spoke, my eyes boring into the table in front of me, my jaw clenched. I didn’t kill Rob. 
“Besides,” he said, lowering his head so he was within my line of vision. “How do you explain that delightful tasting misty smoke? Don’t deny it. I know you nibbled.” I raised my eyes up, finally met his.
“That’s how I know the Melix didn’t inhabit an empty host. Because that, my dear, sweet demon, was a soul. Rob’s soul.”
It finally sunk in. I fought for my life, preventing those long, sharp snake-fangs from piercing through my eyes and into my brain, because I had to. The demon was going to kill me, so I had to kill it. But, I didn’t. I just killed its host. I just killed my friend. 
I set the demon free. 
“No,” I moaned, covering my face with my hands, but there was no comforting darkness when I closed them. I could feel the walls of the restaurant caving in on me. I pictured blood cascading out from the cracks in the ceiling and running like a river toward me. Rob’s blood. “No, no no…” 
Derek sighed as he straightened in his seat, the sound bursting through my thoughts enough for me to open my eyes. The golden candlelight of the restaurant washed over me, the mahogany wood cool on my fingertips. Dry wood. Empty walls. No blood. 
“I believe that’s enough for today, you fragile little thing. We’ll meet tomorrow. I want to test you out a little anyway. Then we can get back to lectures.” He dragged the last word out like the very effort of uttering the syllables bored him to tears. 
I shook my head, moaning and shaking as tears began to pool in my eyes and run down my face. I didn’t kill him. I couldn’t have killed him. I didn’t mean to kill him…
 Derek studied me a little longer, offering no words of support. To him, my reaction was probably akin to crying over a chicken breast once I realized it came from a living thing. His face seemed to say, chicken is just chicken, souls are just souls. It’s all just food in the end.
 He blew out the candle in front of us with a quick puff, patted my shoulder awkwardly and turned away from me. I glared at his back as I watched him walk to the restaurant entrance.  
I didn’t care where he went. I didn’t want to ever see him again. This couldn’t be the truth. Even if I believed his little demon stories, I refused to believe that I killed a person. A friend. True, he was in the midst of trying to kill me, but that wasn’t Rob—Derek even said so. It was the demon. Rob was suffering, and I didn’t know. He was trapped, and I couldn’t even tell. And because I didn’t know how to deal with these creatures or even how to deal with myself, I didn’t know to draw the demon out first in order to save my friend. 
Derek’s voice came back to me. When you attack a demon without first expelling that demon out of the human’s body, you kill the human, but not the demon…
I didn’t know. 
My head shot up. “Derek! What do I do if this happens again? How do I save the person?”
My cries hit emptiness. Derek was already long gone. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Once at home, I drew in shaky breaths, surveying my studio apartment as I would a person visiting it for the first time. 
The old me was everywhere. In picture frames on my little corner desk, an arm slung over Macy and my Aunt Sandy, in perfume bottles cluttered on my dresser, scents I’d used since high school. Even in the dirty coffee mug thrown in the sink, tipped on its side with dried coffee stains rimming the edges. 
I wasn’t this anymore. I wasn’t me anymore. 
I dropped my late-night lemongrass chicken on my cracked countertop before shrugging out of my jacket and kicking off my shoes. I leaned against my door, staring at the pebbled ceiling as I tried to get my bearings. 
It was almost three in the morning, yet there was no hope of sleep. There were too many bloody images in my head for any hope of that. I grabbed my Thai food and threw it in the microwave for a quick nuke. I hadn’t really eaten all day other than Ettie’s meatloaf, and I knew I had to at least try to eat something. Plus, eating my chicken and sitting cross-legged in bed, watching crap reality shows I loved to DVR seemed like the perfect escape to my mind-blowing hell of a day. 
If today even happened. The more time that passed since speaking with Derek, the farther into denial I went. It couldn’t be real. None of this could possibly be in my actual life. 
The microwave dinged and I grabbed the container, not even wincing as my fingers clutched the hot plastic. I fell into bed, balancing the food on my thighs as I turned the TV on and prepared to turn my mind into much-needed sludge. 
I chose The Bachelor and settled in, scooping up my chicken on autopilot as I became engrossed in the show. The food tasted bland and had the texture of gum. I glanced down at the food to make sure nothing was wrong with it. It was my favorite Thai place around the corner, and they rarely screwed up orders. 
Sure enough, only tasty-looking chicken, vegetables and rice greeted my vision, still steaming. 
“Ladies, this is the final rose of the evening.”
My head jerked up at the host’s declaration, forgetting about the taste of my food as I watched who got the final rose, always my favorite part and the most torturous thing to wait for in the two-hour long show. 
The Bachelor made his decision. 
I opened my mouth to vomit. 
Eyes bulging from my head, I felt my food rise up into my throat, the bile burning my throat as my stomach made clear its hatred of my late-night snack. 
I bolted out of bed, chicken and rice scattering everywhere as I ran to the bathroom, one hand covering my mouth in an attempt to prevent any escape. I fell over my toilet bowl retching, my stomach heaving out the contents with such force that I thought for sure I’d burst blood vessels in my eyes. 
Baby blue ceramic surrounded me as I clutched both sides of the toilet, my elbows pointed up to the ceiling as I lowered my head even further and waited for my bowl of horrors to stop filling.  
When my stomach finished convulsing, I raised my head, gasping, my face damp with the effort of heaving. I heard the sound of crying behind me, the hollow-television voice of a girl weeping. I let that sound ground me, my hands still hanging onto the toilet as I reminded myself that I was okay. 
As my body relaxed, I finally felt strong enough to stand. Legs rising, I kept my hands on the toilet to balance me, but then I looked back down into the toilet. 
I heaved again, and not because my stomach needed more emptying. It was from horror. 
Streaks of red coated the inside of the toilet, clotted blood mixing in with my food as it sank down. 
“Oh god, oh shit, oh god.”
I jerked to the right, collapsing onto my sink as I forced my eyes away from the sight and into the mirror. 
It’s all real. 
Scared, wide eyes stared back at me, rimmed with red. My hair was mussed and damp, my lower lip trembling and my skin so, so pale. Who was this girl staring back at me? 
A monster. 
A sob escaped my mouth as I buckled back down to the bathroom floor, the cold tiles providing no relief to my heated, slick skin. I killed someone. The evidence was right there, in the toilet. I killed that girl. I—I ate some of that girl. 
Heaving again, I threw my right hand onto the lever to flush at the same time my face went back over the toilet. There was no relief. This time I felt like I was heaving up my heart as nothing but dry rasps came out of my throat. 
I’m a monster, and I’m alone.
That was the last thought that hit me as I curled up on the floor, trembling as the nightmare began to take over. 
 
***
 
Despite falling asleep on the bathroom tiles, I woke up feeling strong, supple and refreshed. My head was only slightly clouded from that relentless dream; the woman caving in with sorrow, the man shutting down his heart. The dream would never go any further. It was in a constant loop of wet, hot despair from the woman, soaked and sobbing on the shower floor. 
For an instant, when I was half awake but still in the dream, I felt her pain as if it were my own. It clawed at me, begging me to stop the torture, the heartache. I would sob in answer, wanting so badly to help alleviate the pain that was consuming her and taking me with it. But then I would open my eyes, flashing awake, and the pain would dissipate, as if it were never there in the first place. 
My eyes shot open, my mind slowly catching up with my vision as I lifted myself up from the floor. I smelled stale, the scent of my dried sweat and old breath mixing in my unventilated bathroom. The smell was so strong in my nose that I winced as I leaned up against the sink. 
Catching my eyes in the mirror, I saw what greeted me. 
No scared, horrified girl with red-rimmed eyes and trembling lips. No ghostly white face. Just a girl with cascading golden waves, bright, shining eyes and sweet, flushed cheeks. I gasped, lifting my hands to my face, as if I could actually feel this transformation. 
Through the awe, my rational mind still managed to break through. This beauty comes with a price… 
My stomach turned to knots, guilt rising to the surface as I began to remember. I saw to my relief that I’d remembered to flush last night. I didn’t want to come face to face with that bloody mess again. If only I could flush my memories down a toilet. 
I couldn’t change what I had done. Unless Derek informed me that I possessed time-warping abilities, and how to use them, I couldn’t change Rob or the girl’s fate. But what I could change, what I was determined
to change, were my future actions. I wouldn’t go straight to killing every monster that came at me. If Derek couldn’t tell me how, I would search within myself, I would search my very being and try to figure out how to zap the monster without taking the soul of a human along with it. 
I was shocked at my final acceptance of Derek’s story, but it’s not like I could deny what was happening. Monsters, demons, whatever they were, had been targeting me. Those sharp, dripping teeth that came much too close to my face were too real for me to dismiss altogether as a hallucination. And, since I had no other possibilities to consider, and no one else was volunteering to offer me a viable alternative, I was forced to accept Derek’s word, at least for now. And his warnings. 
The Trine…
I planned to have that be my first question for him today. Who was it? Or they? Why were demons so afraid of it? Should I be afraid? 
My body zinged with invincibility, the cells in my blood snapping and bursting like tiny little cherry bombs. It was a stronger feeling than before; I felt like my body was more accepting of the acquired power this time. 
I hopped into the shower, smiling as the familiar smell of my fig-scented body wash entered my nostrils. I let the water cascade over me for a while, reluctant to leave the safe haven of my tiled bathroom walls, enveloped by the steam, comforted by the hot spray. I didn’t want to face another day. I had no idea what I’d have to face, but none of it would be good. 
When my skin began to prune, I was forced to step out and towel off. I threw my hair up and stepped through the kitchen and into the main room in my towel, when the sight of cold chicken and rice strewn across my bed and floor caught my eye.
I couldn’t stop the grimace from forming on my face. Ugh, food. But I had to clean it, no matter how nauseas it made me, because the alternative was too gross to contemplate. No way was I going to allow cockroaches to make their home here. 
Holding my breath, I tied the towel tighter around me as I gathered the mess in my hands and dumped it into the trash, throwing the food away from me as if it were live, writhing snakes. 
The ding from my phone caught my attention, and I flipped it open. Unlike the rest of the modern population, I still worked with a flip-phone—at least until I could afford a smartphone. 
Dude, breakfast? Where you at? 
“Crap.”
Checking the time, I saw it was already ten. Not only was I late for breakfast with Macy, but my shift at Cream
started in two hours. I had to get myself together, act normal, and pretend like yesterday never happened. Actually, that wasn’t too bad of an idea. 
I could deal with demons and gore later. Because now, I had to deal with friends and rent.  
I made it to the diner next to my coffee shop in record time, again avoiding stares on the street by looking down at my feet. I found Macy waiting for me at our regular booth, sipping what was probably her third hot chocolate of the morning and staring at her phone. 
“Holy crap,” she breathed as soon as I walked up to her. “What have you been using on your face? Give me some. Is it La Mer? Did you buy some of that stuff without telling me?”  
I laughed. “No Mace, I didn’t buy five hundred dollar face cream without telling you.”
“Then what? Vitamin C concentrate? I’ve been told that does wonders for your complexion. Did you get the powder or the gel form?”
I shook my head in confusion. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about. I’ve just been…sleeping.”
“Sleep?” She rolled the word off her tongue as if it tasted like a strange fruit. “Sleep did this to you?”
She gestured to my face, my hair, and my skin as I sat down across from her. “I’ve been sleeping eight hours a night every night that I can remember and I do not wake up looking like that.”
I laughed again, this time uncomfortably. “Enough with the flattery! You look gorgeous as usual. New hair mask?”            
I knew directing attention away from me and onto her would do the trick. She jabbered on as we gave the waitress our orders, and I only half listened. I tried to tune out the sounds of the other voices surrounding us and the scents of fried food and burned coffee, but it was all just so much. 
“So then after I finished my argon oil treatment, I threw a feather boa around my neck and did naked jumping jacks in a cemetery.” 
“What?”
 “Yeah, thought so. What’s with the vacant stare? First you’re late—which I don’t really care about, but I know you do, because you’re never late for anything—and now you’re all…in the clouds. And not the fluffy white ones, by the look on your face.”
“Oh.” I forced myself to focus on her. “Sorry. I’ve just…I’ve been feeling weird lately.”
“No shit. You look great, though. Really great.” She once again looked me up and down.  “It’s hard to reconcile not feeling great with the fact that you’re looking stellar.”
I smiled self-consciously, not used to this attention, even from my best friend. 
On cue, our food arrived, or should I say Macy’s. I nursed a cup of black coffee, the one substance that my stomach didn’t seem to want to vomit up. 
She smiled at me over her pancakes, a type of smile that I knew all too well. “Are you looking great because of you-know-who?”
I nearly spat out my coffee. “Hang on, you think I’m making some sort of effort
to impress Asher?”
She didn’t respond, just smiled wider. 
“Mace! I don’t even know if I’m going to see the guy again. Why would I…why would I even care?”
“Says the girl who looks like she just stepped off a cover shoot.”
I frowned, flicking a sugar packet at her. “Oh, shut up already.”
“What? I need to live vicariously through this. A guy like that doesn’t come around that often. Dark, mysterious, sexified…”  
“Yeah, I get it. He’s in your world, not mine. I gotta go. Gonna be late.”
She glanced at her phone. “No you’re not. You’ve got twenty minutes.”
I blew her a quick kiss before standing up and walking to the door.
“You can’t escape me!” 
Laughing, I pushed through the doors, glad that I could at least count Macy in the normal category of my life. 
My afternoon shift went by in a blur. I remained alert, taking orders and making gourmet coffee like an expert, but I was more on autopilot than anything else. I had a lot to think about, and a lot to process. My morning energy was fading, and I could already feel faint twinges of hunger. 
That was the worst part—the hunger, the cold sweats, the trembling—almost as if I was an addict in dire need of another hit. 
Was that where my sickness was stemming from? These things that I’ve killed, the life-forces I’ve been taking in, is it acting like a drug on my system? I made a mental note to ask Derek when I tracked him down after work. 
“Crap,” I said for the second time that day. 
I had no idea how to find that obnoxious, smart-talking demon-guy. 
Lost in thought, I wasn’t paying attention to the caramel sauce I’d been pouring. When I eventually looked down, I narrowed my eyes in shock when I saw what I had written on the metal countertop: Danger.
Panicking, I swiped my hand over the words, glancing up to see if the man waiting for his drink even saw. The last thing I needed was to be reported to the manager due to “worrisome behavior.” 
The man didn’t even look up. He was too busy scrolling through his phone and frowning, his fingers tapping against the wooden pick-up counter as he waited for his drink. 
 Good. I counted myself lucky. I squeezed the caramel into his coffee, adding a little extra because I felt I should, and handed it to him with a bright, fake smile. “Have a great day!”
He mumbled something, maybe a “thanks,” before he grabbed his coffee and left. I turned back to the orders waiting for me, this time focusing hard and refusing to daydream. I couldn’t be writing stuff like that in syrups. Next thing I knew, I’d be throwing sugar in people’s faces, purging them from evil. 
Which, to be honest, wasn’t so far from the truth. Any one of them could be demons. 
My concern over my sanity came back when I was at the espresso machine and felt a tickle at the top of my head, the type of tickle that only human instinct could recognize as someone staring. I looked up and met cold gray eyes. 
Only one other person had eyes like that, and he wasn’t here. 
Realization hit me at the same time my cup nearly overfilled with scalding espresso. I reacted fast enough, removing the cup before it spilled everywhere. I didn’t even feel it as the hot liquid sloshed over the cup and onto my hand. 
It was the girl. That girl who snickered at me as she walked beside Asher on that rainy night in the street. It felt like years ago now. 
Even when I caught her eye, she didn’t look away. She continued her study of me, and I had to admit, I was intimidated. Raven curls framed her heart-shaped face. Her eyes were almost cat-like, tipping slightly upwards at the outside corners and were the color of smooth stone. Her face was flawless as porcelain and just as pale. 
If I hadn’t just stared into her eyes right that second and seen the hardness in them, I would have described her to Macy as “dainty,” “pretty,” almost like a delicate exotic flower. But now, I knew better. Underneath her innocent exterior I sensed something calm and patient, waiting for the moment to pounce. She reminded me of a panther, casually and silently stalking the next innocent animal to wander by. 
As I focused on her, the now-familiar buzz drifted through my body, and I couldn’t shake it off as easily as I did the last time. 
She didn’t even blink as I stared back at her. 
“Miss? Are you making my iced green tea with extra honey or what?”
I startled at the sound of the voice and turned around to face the front again, embarrassed. 
God, I was really getting bad at my job these days. 
“It’s right here. Sorry.”
I focused on the order, properly chastised. I refused to look behind me, though I stayed uncomfortably aware of the girl’s continued gaze on my back. 
I heard her give her order, and knew the instant she walked back over. 
“Hey.”
Her voice was both smooth and rough, and I envied it. 
“You’re Emily, right?”
I turned to her, my polite etiquette refusing to allow me to ignore someone who was talking to me nicely, and faced her head-on. 
She was even more breathtaking up close, and I had to control myself from gasping in surprise. She must have seen it regardless, as she smiled wryly at me in return. Obviously, I was not the first to react to her this way, and she was used to it. Maybe I could eventually ask her for pointers on how to handle the stares. 
“Yes,” I finally said, aware of the awkward silence between us, mostly my fault because I couldn’t stop gawking at her. “But how did you know?”
“I’m Gwyn. Well, Gwynevere, but everybody calls me Gwyn.” She held out her hand. 
The same instinctual warning that told me not to touch Asher prevented me from reaching for her hand. I couldn’t say why, exactly. I mean, they didn’t look
like demons—it’s not like when they touched me they would burn. Right? Again, I made another mental note to ask Derek about my instinctual aversion to touching these two mysterious strangers. 
Instead, I gestured awkwardly with my head to the pot of milk I was steaming, smiling apologetically. 
“Nice to meet you,” I said instead. Then, to remain polite, I added, “So, how do you know me again?”
Gwyn’s tilted her head slightly. “Asher.”
Again with awkwardness that only I could possess in this situation, I shifted my feet uncomfortably, unsure if I had just pissed her off or not. “Oh, okay. I’ve only met him once, really. Well, maybe twice.” I turned the milk steamer on, the sound loud, and I winced. “He’s nice. Macy introduced me to him. She’s my best friend…”
I physically had to clamp my jaw shut to keep from saying more. Usually I’m not so open with information, especially the type of information where people would think me mentally unbalanced. Like, say, hey Asher sends electricity through me, and so do you kinda, and also I’ve been killing people, but don’t worry about that, what were you saying again? 
She continued to look at me with her unblinking gaze. When it was clear I wasn’t going to say any more, she narrowed her eyes slightly before looking away. Instantly, my need to tell her everything and anything to ever happen in my life disappeared. I breathed a sigh of relief. 
“Well, okay then,” she said. “Thanks.” 
I made sure to put her coffee down on the pick-up counter so I didn’t have to touch her. 
“Um, how do you know Asher?” I asked, not sure why I cared. 
“He’s my brother,” she said, as if it were obvious. Well, I guess it was kind of obvious.  “We’re twins.” 
“Oh! Wow, okay.” 
Her eyes shuttered a bit, probably because that was how everyone reacted when she said she was a twin. “I guess I’ll be seeing you around. Maybe we can have lunch or something.”
I was slightly surprised at her open invitation. It didn’t look like she liked me very much. “Sure, no problem,” I said, smiling. Even to me, my smile felt forced. “I’ll catch you later.”
Turning, I moved onto the next order. Life was getting much, much too weird for me lately. Was I really going to start regarding everyone as a danger to me? That would be highly aggravating. I already had enough difficulty making friends. I didn’t need to start actively isolating people from talking to me. Gwyn’s thoughts probably strayed to awkward weirdo as soon as she turned away. 
Which, if I were really to be honest with myself, was exactly what I was. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
I headed to Washington Square Park after my shift, knowing that was the place where Macy usually hung out before heading to her evening classes. I had an urgent need to see her, to let her make me feel normal and talk about regular things for a while. I found her sitting with Liz and another friend, Amanda Roberts. The two of them were talking with their heads close together, probably about their latest victim. 
I smiled, amused that my bitchy thoughts towards those two were entirely normal. They could only be discussing one thing that intently with each other: the latest competition to enter their midst of guy-conquering. Usually, I hated getting involved in school politics, but right now, it was the one thing I wanted most in the world. I made my way over to them, navigating benches occupied by various students and clusters of people sitting on the grass, but paused the instant I spotted Gwyn and Asher. 
They were seated underneath a sycamore tree, just to the left of the marble Washington Arch, clearly in deep discussion. But, unlike the talking Barbie heads in front of me, it was obvious that they weren’t discussing the latest hook-up in school. 
Asher’s eyes strayed over to me. I froze mid-stride as my eyes connected with his, the familiar zing creeping over my body.  
In the same instant that I realized I was probably gawking stupidly at him, his upper body jolted up, away from Gwyn, and he quickly broke his gaze from mine and scanned the park, his eyes resting on panhandlers, students and tourists for only an instant before moving onto another. 
His reactions were so strange. My mouth tilted up as I had the thought that if it were even possible, he was even more sensitive to light and sound than I was. I remembered how he had looked in the coffee shop last week, the loud crash of breaking ceramic causing him spring into a fighting stance, his eyes flashing like shards of ice as he leapt in front of me.
An anomaly I still couldn’t quite wrap my head around.  
I ducked my head and scurried over to Macy, hoping against hope that he didn’t go back to staring at me or think that I was the source of his unease.  
I slammed into the grassy spot next to Macy, daring to look up and see if Asher had given up and gone back to his mysterious conversation with his sister. 
No such luck. I found him staring at me intently. 
I awkwardly smiled back and waved at him. A “hey Asher, nothing’s wrong here, keep doing what you’re doing, nice to see you” kind of wave. He gave me a careful smile and waved back just as awkwardly. Gwyn also glanced up, leaving me to face two sets of vigilant eyes. 
“Oh Ems, could you be more awkward?” Macy laughed. Liz and Amanda both looked at me and shook their heads with disdain. 
I put my attention on them, trying to ignore what looked like an extremely intriguing discussion—probably about me—that Gwyn and Asher had gotten back to. I could hear their voices, but they were faded, even with my honed hearing ability. I couldn’t make out their words.
“Sorry,” I said to Macy, pasting a smile on my face. 
“Honestly, I’ve never seen you act this way with any boy. You are seriously crushing.” She pushed me playfully, ignoring my stony look. “Just be yourself. You’re awesome, and guys can only wish
they had your attention.”
“Barf.”
Ah, and there was Amanda, ever sardonic and bitchy. Her looks matched her personality: brunette hair and hazel eyes, with a straight, Romanesque nose in between. Light freckles decorated that nose which she not-so-successfully always tried to hide under a layer of heavy foundation. Although not as bitchy as Liz, Amanda came in a close second. I wasn’t really sure what Macy saw in either of them. They always seemed to me to be mean and petty, especially towards me. 
“You’re looking good lately, Ems,” Amanda said, even making my nickname sound like a sarcastic joke. “What have you been doing?”
“Sleep, apparently.” Macy said. “She won’t tell me her secret.”
Souls, Macy. I’ve been killing people, I wanted to tell her. It was killing me that I couldn’t tell her one thing about what had been going on, mostly because I was afraid she would look at me like I was a monster—if she even believed me. If she didn’t believe me, I wasn’t sure what would happen, but it wouldn’t be good. I knew that much. 
My skin had been prickling ever since I entered the park, like tiny sewing needles puncturing my entire body. I took it as a warning, but I didn’t know what the warning was for. My body was constantly giving off danger signals, but if I couldn’t even decipher the source, how could I figure out the danger? 
“You’re so distracted lately. Are you okay?” Macy asked. 
I smiled back at her. “I’m fine,” I said, but I could tell she didn’t believe me. “I just have a lot on my mind.” 
“Well, you can always talk to me. You know that, right?” 
I nodded, my heart breaking at the same time. No, I can’t always talk to you. 
Thankfully, Liz chimed in. “If we’re done with the love-fest over there, can we get down to some serious business? I need ideas for our Halloween party. Stat.” 
Liz always made sure to remind us of her burdens, and especially decried the weight of responsibility that hosting her and Amanda’s yearly Halloween party brought. It’s just hard being this popular you know? Her shrugs always said. All the pressure…
“Oh, okay! Let’s see, I probably have some ideas stashed somewhere in my head,” Macy said, her brows already drawing together in thought. 
I sat back and observed the three of them begin discussing potential themes. Taking it in, I heard everything from “Heaven and Hell” to “Goth” to “Hollywood.”  No wonder Liz needed help, I thought, if these were the types of tired-out ideas she was throwing around. 
“Dark Masquerade,” I said, so quietly I doubt they heard me. 
Amanda caught it. “Explain.” 
“Well, I know masquerade balls are common, even boring now, but if you made it a darker theme, like carnival masks of monsters and shadows and...devils, things like that. I don’t know, I was just thinking out loud. Continue on.”
I motioned awkwardly with my hands, embarrassed that I even spoke up. I was even more uncomfortable with the fact that I almost said ‘demons.’ 
“Twisted, Chaucer. I like it,” Amanda said. Of course she would. Although there was no demon to be found in her, she was a twisted soul, through and through.
Liz cocked her head at me, intrigued and also a little jealous. “That’s definitely interesting. We’ll think about it. Oh, and thanks.” She said the last part a little reluctantly. 
I smiled back at her, knowing full well she would bask in all the credit. I didn’t mind. Right now I didn’t really care too much about anything that could be construed as the normal frustrations in life.
All three made moves to get up and head to class, and I was a little relieved. Turned out my break of being normal was becoming more abnormal by the second. Why did I have to bring up devils and monsters? Although the rest of my shift had been uneventful, I remembered clearly what I had written. 
Danger. 
I really needed to figure out how to find Derek.  
“See you tomorrow?” Macy asked as she slung her book-bag over her shoulder. Liz and Amanda had already headed off without a good-bye. Typical. “I’ll stop by Cream, bother you for a bit before I go off and play matchmaker.”
I shot her a warning look, which of course she ignored. 
“Look Chaucer, if you aren’t gonna talk to him, I’m gonna talk to him for you.” Her eyes narrowed as she stood over me. “And you know I mean it.”
She swayed her head to the right and looked over to where Asher was still sitting. “Oh, how convenient! He’s alone…”
I sighed. 
“Oh, come on. You’ve been acting weird ever since you met the guy. Don’t you at least want to satisfy your curiosity?”
She had a point, though it was for reasons she couldn’t even fathom. “You’re right, I guess.”
“Jeez, talking to a hot guy. There can’t be anything worse than that.” She patted the top of my head like a toddler. “Good girl.”
“Alright, alright!” I laughed. “I’ll do it. But not with you staring out through the bushes. Go to class.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, smiling. “But you better text me later.”
“Obviously.”
I stood up and watched her leave before looking over to Asher. The park was crowded, with couples and students trying to find a spot on the grass or a bench to enjoy the cool evening air. I saw a few Cream
cups in hand as I walked to the stone promenade that framed the park, my stroll deliberately slow as I walked toward him. As I walked, I observed the people in the park, children laughing as they ran under the blankets that their parents rose up into the air before settling them on the grassy floor, and a group of older adults rifling through their picnic basket as they playfully bickered with each other. Families coming together. 
Distracted by my deep yearning, my defenses were lowered, allowing the heat to snap within me as I came closer to Asher, warnings fighting with the allure, curiosity mixing with danger. I craved all of it. 
What would his soul taste like…? 
My eyes widened in horror as soon as I registered where my thoughts were going. What the heat inside me was doing. Stop, I thought to myself. Stop this right now. 
Asher rested against the sycamore tree, his torso leaning back as he rested his elbow on his knee and his chin on his curled hand. 
Danger. 
Shut up, I felt the flames stirring within me. I’m not hurting anyone else.
The dark flame unfurled inside me, twisting, mocking. I pushed back. It wasn’t driving this body today, so it would just have to sit pretty for a while. 
“Asher?”
Even though I was super awkward—sounding like I didn’t know who he was when of course I knew who the hell he was—I felt pleasure at saying his name.
He startled, only now just realizing someone had snuck up on him. 
“Emily.” He raised his face to me and smiled, but I saw the distraction in it.
I stood in front of him for a moment, awkward, not sure if I should sit down next to him or just run away. It was stupid for me to approach him, really stupid. What was I going to say? What was I going to do? He made me feel different. His face was so angelic, but I couldn’t get behind it. And I wanted to, badly. He scared me, but he lured me.  
I convinced myself to sit down beside him, but not close enough to touch. I might have been feeling bolder, but I wasn’t going to be entirely stupid when it came to my unknowable forces. I needed to know more before I started truly playing with fire. I smiled a little at the irony. 
“I come here to think all the time,” I said. I knew there was a very good chance I’d start babbling, but it was so much better than silence. My skin was literally vibrating sitting next to him, and I prayed it didn’t show in my voice. “There’s something so innocent about this place. All these kids, all the fresh air…the view.”
I cringed a little when I finished speaking. Out loud, I really did sound lame. But I didn’t want to leave. Why didn’t I want to leave?  
Asher didn’t seem to think I was too lame, because he nodded slowly in agreement. “Do you ever get answers, when you’re here thinking?”
I hadn’t quite considered that he’d answer back just as cryptically. So far, this conversation had gone from awkward to ambiguous. I wasn’t sure how great that was. I rubbed my lips together in thought, tasting Macy’s pomegranate lip balm that she insisted I try as I continued to focus my gaze on the surrounding buildings, watching as the lowering sun glittered across the rows of windows, checkerboards against the darkening sky.  
“Not always. But it helps to think things through at least. To try and understand.”
He turned and looked at me then, and this time it wasn’t as sharp as he tended to look at me. His stare was softer, more open. In that moment, I saw him as vulnerable. My lips parted, but I could not think of anything else to say. I was caught up in his stare, I was caught up in him, and with that came confusion. Never before had I felt this way about anyone, much less a stranger, and it was scaring me.  
Danger. His soul comes with risk. But I want it. Oh, I want it. 
Shut. Up, I told the whispering voice inside me, her words swirling in my head, tempting my mouth to open, to consume. Enough. 
Distracted, my gaze on him went on too long, and his eyes shuttered as he turned away, going back to the cold, calculating stare that I’d become so familiar with, even if this time it was directed at the Washington Arch. 
“This city’s trouble,” he said, his eyes settling on the carved marble sloping over our horizon. 
“No.”  I was unsure where he was going with that statement, but I decided to go with it, remembering his exposed look only seconds ago. “This city saved me.”
There it was. His perfectly executed sharp gaze, centered right back at me. “This city can’t save anyone.”
“That’s where you’re wrong.” I looked down at my hands. 
I stopped speaking, shocked at my open honesty with him. I don’t know if it was my need to defend this city that had been responsible for turning my world back on its axis; a city where I’d finally found my center, my being, my right to live, or if it was just my plain need to get through to this person who seemed so dark and conflicted. 
Sensing my vulnerability now, Asher leaned forward, considering me.   
I squirmed beneath his gaze. I wasn’t sure I liked this ambiguous game anymore. 
Was he able to see through my golden exterior? Could he get past this glowing skin, sapphire eyes and cashmere-soft hair? It seemed like no one else could lately. But as I felt his eyes on me, I was almost sure he could spot the real me underneath. The uncomfortable, awkward, lost little me, who once again couldn’t find her place in the world.  
He laughed then, softly. “I’m not wrong.”
He was looking at me as though he was seeing me for the first time, so many questions flitting across his face. I wished he would voice them. I wanted nothing more than to continue talking to him. Screw demon-fighting, or soul-feasting, or whatever Derek wanted to call it. I wanted to stay here, to stay within his gaze.
Kill him, the voice whispered. Laughter mocked me. Weakling. 
I ran my hand through my hair in frustration. 
“It seems like you’ve got some conflict as well.” 
“Oh, you don’t know the half of it.” 
“We all have our issues,” he said before seeming to catch himself. 
I nodded at him in amused understanding. “That’s for sure.”            
When he straightened, I knew then that the conversation was finished, and could barely cover my disappointment as he started to get up and leave. 
“I have to go but…it was nice to actually talk to you,” he said before giving me that trademark half-smile. “When neither of us are in the middle of running away from something.” He tried to look bashful. “I’m always apologizing to you, but I’m sorry about what happened in the coffee shop.”
“Oh, no I mean, it’s fine. Already forgotten.” I looked up at him. “Thanks for…trying to save me?”
His gaze hardened again, but I didn’t understand why. My jokes weren’t that bad. Too late, he tried to cover it up. “Yeah well, flying coffee cups are no joke.” 
I didn’t push the issue. What could I say, anyway? “Well, You know where to find me. I’ll probably be in this park. Contemplating.”
He laughed at that, and this time it was genuine. 
“I’ll see you soon, Emily,” he said as he turned towards the Arch. I watched until he crossed the street and receded into the shadows of the towering buildings. 
I knew I was reading too much into this, that it was stupid to even think about the idea
of him. 
But I was pulled to him. I was pushed away from him. I liked
him. But why? I mean, I literally had a visceral reaction whenever he was near enough to touch. Yet…there was something else inside me, something resting alongside these instincts. Wanting. Needing.
I held onto those feelings, because at this moment, I had to hold onto something as I tumbled deeper and deeper into a treacherous realm that I couldn’t even begin to understand. 
That reminded me. I stood up, stretching my body a little as the hot flames pumped like a river inside me. It was time to go find my Sensei. Even though I still didn’t know how. Finding a person in this city without the help of social media was next to impossible. Actually, I didn’t know if Derek even knew what social media was. 
The flame tingled at the back of my head. 
Listen…
My ears perked up at the sound of the swirling whisper inside me. 
It was time to learn what I could do.
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
I stood up, the large sycamore tree my backdrop as I surveyed the evening crowd in the park. Laughter surrounded me, shouts of surprise and slaps of companionship combining into one wave of sound washing over me. A light breeze had kicked up, blowing my hair around my face, feeling cool against my skin. Piano music began to play, and I noticed a man sitting under the Arch, his fingers gliding across a baby grand piano that he’d rolled here, his music flowing into the life of the park. 
How do I find him? 
So many people surrounded me, so many buildings framed this place. Homes, offices, hotel rooms, sidewalks… he could be anywhere. 
Reach down…inside…to me…
The whisper floated up, surrounding me and blanketing over all other sounds. I remained standing, unnoticed, as I closed my eyes, my palms facing outwards, mentally reaching down to that spot inside me. That place where the whispers lived. 
The sound of one long breath escaping reached my ears, and I wasn’t sure if it was me or the quiet voice inside, but once it escaped, I felt heat growing in my center, like a hot water bottle had just been placed on my chest. At first, it was isolated heat, only growing on my chest, hotter, boiling. I placed my hand over my heart and was nearly scalded through my shirt. Gasping, my eyes shot open. 
There. 
I felt it. 
I felt him moving in one corner of the city, lithe and smooth as he glided within the crowds of tourists. Broadway, he’s walking down Broadway. 
Come to me…
I felt him stiffen at the sound. I couldn’t see him, but I could feel
the soul of him moving among others, but I’d zeroed in on him alone. 
Come…
He did. I felt him change pace, turn sharply to the left, and then disappear. 
The heat at my center dissipated, the whisper growing quiet. The job was done. He was coming over. I fell against the tree, feeling like I’d just woken up from a long, satisfying nap. 
“You’re a wily one, little demon,” he said once he was within earshot. I opened my eyes and found him standing beside me. I didn’t even hear him wander toward me. “I’ve been looking for you for quite some time.”
“Maybe next time you can actually tell me where to meet you.” 
“Right, right. Well, it looks like I don’t have to communicate like a human with you after all.” He shivered, like he was visibly shaking off a spell. “Nice trick.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I slid down the tree trunk until I was back sitting, as Derek had already taken the seat that Asher had so recently vacated. 
“You’ve got to stop doing that,” I said once I registered his movements. “It makes me uncomfortable, how you can so silently sneak around me like that.” 
Derek shrugged, clearly amused. “It won’t be long until you can track my every move. I’ll have trouble escaping, I’m sure.”
I couldn’t tell if he was serious or simply patronizing me for his own enjoyment. Irritated, I said, “Enough with the cryptic talk. I need you to be straight with me. I need you to help me figure this out, and then you can be on your merry way and never have to deal with me again.”
Unperturbed, Derek watched me lazily as I sizzled with annoyance. 
“All right, fine.” He sat back, making himself comfortable. “To answer your first question, demons don’t usually have to tell each other where we’ll be in order to find one another. I figured—rightly—that you marked me yesterday, and thus could sense me and therefore track me. It’s automatic, instinctual almost, for demons like you.”
My legs bobbed up and down with furious energy. “I’m having trouble controlling it. I don’t even know what I’m doing or how I’ve done things half the time. How’d I even do that? Mark you, I mean.”
Derek remained quiet for some time before he said, “In all seriousness, I’m trying very hard to figure out what exactly you are. You perplex me to no end. I usually know everything there is to know about our realm…” he trailed off, deep in thought again. “I’ve been doing some digging, incognito asking around so as to not draw any unwanted attention to you. But I’ve come up with nothing. No demon knows what you are. There isn’t even a text that I’ve read describing the kinds of powers you display.”
His angst became more and more obvious the longer he continued. “We haven’t even fully tested your abilities. Normally we only possess one or two powerful traits, like me for example. I’m stealthy. Deadly quiet. It’s how I can so easily sneak up on my prey—sorry, on humans. And then I can very easily persuade them to forget I was ever nibbling on their soul in the first place. But that’s it. That’s all I possess.” His eyes were hard on me when he continued, “But you, my dear, so far you’ve told me that you can alter reality, persuade people, mark specific demons, and even have human
physical changes, all without any ounce of effort on your part. It’s remarkable. Truly, there’s only one other demon that displays the vast array of powers that you do. “
He went silent. My butt was on the edge of a protruding tree root, my feet tapping furiously. “Who? What?”
“Damos,” he said, and if I didn’t know any better, I could swear he sounded frightened. 
“Like, the King of all demons you were talking about before?” 
“Damos. That’s his name, and I beg you, please only use that name sparingly. You don’t want the wind catching that name and carrying it to someone who could use it against you. He is feared, even by his own kind. You never, ever want to find yourself in front of him.” Even now, his eyes darted around the park. 
“How is that possible? Why would I display powers that only an evil demon-king possesses?”
“I told you, stop being so glib about him.” I seemed to have snapped him out of his dark and somber mood, as he glanced over at me in irritation. “And I don’t know. All I can do is study you, watch your powers, and see if it rings a bell. I’ve been around a long time. Centuries. You’re the most exciting thing that’s happened to me in hundreds of years.” His expression twisted, but only for a moment, and not long enough for me to catch what it was. Then he turned to me, his face carefully blank when he said, “Speaking of which, let’s take you for a test run.”
“Wait, just talk to me a bit more. Please. There’s so much I still need to know.” About you. Instead I asked, “What’s this Trine you mentioned before?” 
I caught his interest. “I suppose you should know about them. Seeing as it is only a matter of time before they come after you. And come after you they will. You’ll be their most powerful catch in decades.”
He stared up at the darkening sky, shaking his head in wonder. “It’s not often powerful demons make themselves known. They hide well. They adapt very well. It’s only the uncontrollable ones, the greedy ones who make mistakes that end up on the wrong end of the Trine. It’s incredibly rare to smoke out an old, powerful demon, but if anyone can do it, they can.”
My legs stopped twitching. My body stilled.
“Trine means three. A trinity. A trio, if you will. Three warriors, tasked with eradicating all demons from this world.” 
I raised my eyebrow at that one and had to interrupt. “Like, demon slayers?”
He laughed sharply, but there was no humor in it. “Pretty much. They are powerful. They’ve been around almost as long as we have, each with their own title. A Chaser. A Trapper. And lastly—and most deadly—a Hunter.”
“You’ve used that word before. Hunter.” 
“Yes, because one has entered our midst in this quaint little city. He’s always waiting. The Chaser would have led him here. The Trapper ensnares. Once the Trapper has the demon, the Hunter will come.” 
“I guess I don’t need to ask you what the Hunter then does,” I said. 
“He will destroy us. He’ll damn us to eternity. We’ll suffer with endless pain, because we can’t truly die. But we can be trapped.”
My stomach lurched at his words. “But not all demons are evil and deserve that sort of fate, do they? You don’t seem very evil.”
There was a moment of silence.  
“Darling, we don’t kill humans just to sustain ourselves,” he said, his mouth curling into a slow smile. “We enjoy it. We cause havoc within this world. We start wars, we kill humans’ loved ones. We thrive in mayhem. We take over human bodies in order to disguise our true selves, with no thought to the soul we consume in order to get it. Some demons, of course, have more fun with humans than others, and I suppose those are the types of demons you would call ‘evil.’” He paused and his eyes lowered as he regarded me. The piano continued to play, riding on the wind. “I sucked out and consumed the soul of the real Derek in order to transition and inhabit his body. Is that evil to you?”
His eyes regarded me flatly, lifelessly. His gaze had turned cold and hard. I realized that my body had started shaking again, but not from my pent-up energy. It was from fear. From disgust at the meaning of what he was stating. 
“I am not like you.” 
Although my voice didn’t sound loud to my ears, Derek flinched. 
“No my darling, I don’t believe you are.”
“Then what am I?”
“That, I can’t answer. But we can try to figure it out before the Hunter finds you.”
“Why do you stay here, if you know at least one of the Trine is here?”
Derek barked with laughter again. “Little demon, this isn’t my first rodeo with the Hunter. I’ve been around many versions of the Trine before and know how to avoid them.”
“Versions? You mean there are a bunch of them?” 
“There are replacements. If something happens to one of the Trine and they are killed, the rest lose their abilities. They come as a team, you see. If one falls, they all fall.”
“But you make the Hunter sound invincible,” I said, confused.
Derek gave me a sideways glance and didn’t bother to hide his annoyance at my interjections. “He is, but the other two aren’t. And he’s just as susceptible to losing his powers if something happens to the others. That’s why a Hunter is immensely protective of the other two. It’s also why it’s only the Hunter that can destroy a demon.”
“Yes, and damn a demon to an eternity of suffering. How ironic, wouldn’t you say?”
His gaze narrowed at me. “I believe this tutorial session is over for today.”
I sighed, mentally kicking myself for annoying Derek before I was able to get more information. 
“Now, time to show me a little of what you can do. Let’s go into an abandoned building.” 
I nodded before I fully registered his words. “Wait, what?”
“Where else are we going to test out your paranormal abilities but in a spooky, deserted, dangerous location?” He gestured around the park, the growing crowds of tourists despite the setting sun. “Unless you want to cause a mass panic. Actually…”
“No, Derek. No widespread terror today, ok? Let’s go.”
He smiled, and I knew he was happy I was putting my trust in him. I just hoped it was smart.  “Oh goody. Follow me.” He stepped behind the tree. 
“God, there’s not a portal or something, is there? I can’t handle a demon Narnia, okay?” But I followed him anyway, away from the clusters of innocent eyes.
He laughed. “Of course not.” He looked the tree up and down. “Tree’s too small anyway. I just need to get you ready.”   
I bobbed from foot to foot nervously. I had never deliberately tried to use my newfound abilities. It was always by accident, never by choice. 
“Come on, scaredy-demon. Just use your swift feet and we’ll be there in no time. Watch me.”
Before I could reply, he became a blur as he blew through the park and crested over the Arch. If I didn’t hurry, I would lose him entirely and really would
be lost in a dark, deserted, scary late-night city. Or at the very least, stuck to face the Trine in Washington Square Park, because who knew what kind of demon movements attracted them? That thought scared me, and most certainly motivated me. I took a deep breath, telling myself to fly forward, to become invisible. I felt the heat rise up in anticipation at my thoughts, swelling, spiraling down my legs and arms, boiling up into my neck. I was consumed by the fire of it, but I loved it. I needed
it. 
I flew into the air, so fast I was invisible as I grazed over the crowds and trees. I focused on the voice inside me, searching. 
He was marked, and I’d find him. 
Sure enough, I did. I felt him cross the East River, and I rocketed forward, following him, my feet grazing across the water, dipping down before flying up and into Williamsburg.
The dark sky didn’t even deter me as I crested over flickering lights and honking cars, focusing forward, shadowing him. 
I felt him stop all to soon and I had to apply all the brakes my body possessed in order to prevent myself from crashing into him. I jerked to a stop, my upper body flying forward as my feet anchored to the ground, my windblown hair settling in haphazard strands across my face. 
Unfazed, he said, “Well. Go on, then.”
I took in my surroundings. We’d flown through a broken window, the shards of glass not even nicking my skin as I entered. Concrete pillars surrounded us with jagged pieces of wood piled in the corner and books stacked in precarious piles. It was then I noticed a ribbon of red painted across the center of each wall. 
“Wait, are we in a school gym?”
He shrugged. “Yep. Schools are shutting down all over the place.” Smile. “All the more playgrounds for us demons to frolic in.”
I shivered, only the pale moonlight filtering in through the high rows of dusty, neglected windows. “You are so creepy.”
“Duh. I’m monster that eats souls. Now go.” He flapped his hands forward. “Be powerful.”
“Uh, okay,” I blew out a breath, my cheeks pillowing. I was unsure of how to begin, or even really what I was capable of. Or even really how I just flew from the West Village to Brooklyn. 
I decided to start off with what I’d just learned: my ability to leap tall buildings and all of that. I brushed a hand over my face to remove my tangled hair from my vision as I looked up. Instantly, my body coiled and tensed in anticipation, the dark flame pulsing with pleasure. Without much effort at all, I was able to put myself in the proper state of mind and bent down and leapt up to the rafters where I nestled between the ceiling and the wooden beams. I even found an errant basketball tucked into the corner with me.
 I must have been a blur, because Derek lost track of me, blinking and glancing around the spot that I had just occupied. 
“Up here, silly,” I called down from the rafters. 
He looked up and quickly tried to wipe the impressed expression off of his face before he called back, “So you can leap up to the ceiling. Bravo.”
I twitched and nearly fell off the beam when his breath tickled my ear and he whispered behind me, “So can I. What’s your next trick?”
I frowned, my preening immediately forgotten.
“Fine,” I said, contemplating my next moves. Then I had an idea. 
I turned as gracefully as I could on the beam to face him, my hands and feet resting on each side as I poised like a crab underneath him, locking my eyes with his. I pulled gently at the dark flame, accessing a small portion of its power but not allowing it to come to the forefront. Whether it was allowing me a small concession or merely entertaining my measly attempts at manipulating its power, it allowed me this small favor and didn’t push to take me over. A gentle burn languished behind my eyes.
Derek’s eyelids lowered, his pupils in his soft brown eyes dilating at my command as his body covered mine and his face lowered. When my lips were a breath away from his I said, “You want to get on the ground now.”
Mechanically, Derek nodded. Without question, he departed, using the same invisible technique that allowed him to sneak up on me, and soon resumed his place on the ground below me. 
Connection broken, he looked up at me in surprise. “Hey, how’d I get down here?”
“I compelled you,” I said as I deftly jumped down, taking the basketball with me as I landed on my feet in front of him. 
“You what me?”
“You know. Compelled. Persuaded. Whatever you call it.” 
“No, not possible. Demons can’t compel other demons. I don’t think even Damos can do that,” he said, his eyes wide. “I mean, I’ve never had the misfortune of meeting him, but I’ve never heard another demon talk of such a thing.” Pause. “Although, we’re not the most communicative bunch.” 
“Well, I did. I told you to leave the ceiling and come back to the ground. And you did. Also, I’ve repeatedly told you I’m not a demon, so my compelling you would make sense then, wouldn’t it?” 
“No, you’re a demon, darling. I can sense it. And even you can’t ignore that you’ve been dining on souls, something only a demon does. Even baby ones like yourself,” he said. “What else you got?”
I couldn’t argue with his points. I was also tempted to continue on exploring what else I had in my power-arsenal, but I stopped myself. “Tit for tat, Derek. I want more information. How do I spot the Hunter?”
“Getting smarter by the minute, too, little demon.” He smiled and took the ball from my hands. It was filthy and deflated, but Derek was nonplussed when he walked over and threw it into the dented, net-less basketball rim on the other side of the gymnasium. “It’s ingrained in us. When he’s near you, you’ll know. Now, show me something else.”
“I don’t think that’s it,” I said, ignoring his last request. “I don’t think I’m going to know the same way you do. You’ve already told me I’m different. So different that you can’t put a finger on what I am.”
“Well then, I can’t help you on that point now can I? I have no idea how you specifically can sense the Hunter. I just know how I
can sense him.”
I harrumphed in concession. It seemed that I had beaten myself at my own game. 
“All right, well how do I fight him then? If he attacks me.” I added the last part hurriedly. 
In my mind, I wanted the Hunter and I to be on the same team: eradicating demons, saving humans, but I didn’t think he would know that if he came across me. Whatever I am, whatever I’m becoming, it was beginning to look a lot more complicated than simple black and white or good versus evil. 
“Oh little demon, whatever am I going to do with you,” he said, but not as a question. More like a sigh of perplexity. He straightened and then walked towards me, the moonlight through the windows gliding across his glasses as he said slowly, “If you find yourself face to face with the Hunter, it’s already too late.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
I spent the next few days after my double shifts with Derek in the abandoned school, much to Macy’s dismay. 
During that time, my unnatural abilities had waned, although they’d stayed with me for a much longer period than they had before. Derek’s frustration with me grew as it started to become increasingly difficult for me to do what he asked. 
“Compel me again,” he had demanded after taking a deep breath, mentally preparing for the next invasion.
I didn’t have to be told twice. I liked compelling demons a lot more than I did humans. Unfortunately, the demons presented a tougher challenge. Although it had seemed so simple a few days ago, my attempts to compel Derek were zapping most of my energy and left me trembling and nauseous. But in pure petty revenge at his constant demands, I used what little energy I had left to make him hop on one foot while tapping his right hand on his head, but not before singing the national anthem at the top of his lungs and ripping off his shirt.
After I broke the connection, he would stand there in the foggy moonlight filtering through the windows, horrified as he covered his chest with his arms and glared at me. 
“Not. Funny,” he said through clenched teeth. 
I smiled in response. 
In return, Derek supplied me with more tidbits of the demon realm. I learned that generally, demons couldn’t be killed, either by pure accident or device. If their host human body died, they would merely puff out of the body and search for the next host, rarely returning to their own realm. They liked it too much here. This made me wonder about the demons inhabiting Rob and the girl, and where they went, in case they came after me again. Derek had no answer. He told me he tried looking for them, but couldn’t find a trace. 
“They must have moved on to another city,” he said as explanation. “I wouldn’t be surprised, what with the Hunter skulking around these parts.”
This alleged Hunter, who I still (thankfully) hadn’t connected with, was clearly the bane of Derek’s existence. Derek seemed worried about it, constantly babbling about his presence and the fact that demons were disappearing at an increased rate. 
“Which is so strange,” he said, “Since the demon population of New York City has increased exponentially at the same time.”
“Well, wouldn’t that explain the increased demon disappearances?” I asked, always unable to resist the chance to mentally best Derek, who seemed like an obnoxious walking hybrid between a Dictionary and Google search engine most of the time. “It would make sense that with a higher demon population, there would be more deaths—or disappearances, or whatever you call it. But that it works out as normal.”
Derek nodded in reluctant agreement, but couldn’t resist trumping my explanation by saying, “Still, this is a big city. It’s easier to hide here. Certainly there are vast amounts of souls to feed on, so there’s no need for our kind to get desperate and show themselves. No, there has to be another reason. I just haven’t put my finger on it yet. They’re coming for something. They must be.”
If there were more demons in our midst like Derek said, I barely noticed, what with going straight from my apartment to Cream before going to Butterfield, then from there to what I’ve dubbed Derek and I’s “Secret Clubhouse,” at the edge of Williamsburg. 
However, the more I trained with Derek, the more exhausted I became, and that exhaustion was making it difficult to fight the hunger pangs that were now glaringly present inside me. The clenching pain made me feel empty and tortured, and I would have done almost anything to make it go away. Except for that one thing that would
make it go away. 
I couldn’t bear the thought of killing another human being.  
Derek eyed me warily after making this declaration, which I so often did, especially after the stomach pains would overtake me so much that I’d grimace and double over. 
“You may have no choice in the matter,” he said after my numerous sharp refusals to harm a human, observing me cautiously as I buckled in pain. 
I shook my head in denial, fighting against the temptation of the dark flame with everything I had. And it burned. It burned with wanting, with fury at me for refusing to allow it to come forward. Yet, I was becoming weaker. I was unsure how much longer I could hold the burning flame at bay.
To my additional confusion, Asher was nowhere to be found during this time. I was confused because I didn’t know why that made me so sad. It’s not like I knew him. It’s just that I wanted
to know him. 
On Friday, after two days of no Asher, I finally drummed up enough nerve to approach Gwyn, who had seemingly developed an unquenchable thirst for Cream
coffee, and inquire as casually as I could about Asher’s whereabouts. 
“Oh, sick with the stomach flu,” she said before grabbing her usual sugar-free pumpkin latte and walking away. 
I’d not made a friend in Gwynevere Benedict.
It wasn’t until the end of my night shift at Butterfield on Friday that I finally caught a glimpse of him. He was leaning against a black pick-up truck in front of the restaurant, talking animatedly on the phone with another figure standing beside him, a figure that I recognized as Gwyn. The lights of the intersection were hitting them, bathing their faces in a red glow as Asher talked on the phone and with Gwyn. 
What were they doing here? 
Concerned, I made my way toward him, telling myself I just wanted to make sure he was okay when really, I just wanted to satisfy my curiosity. 
“Asher?” I said as soon as I stepped towards them on the deserted sidewalk. Great. It looked like I’d always be greeting him with a question.  
He turned, the silver in his eyes flashing as they caught the headlights of oncoming traffic. Even in my weakened state, I couldn’t help but be drawn in by those eyes. 
“Emily?”
He lowered the phone from his ear and started walking towards me, carefully, as if he were assessing whether or not to get close to me. “Are you okay?”
I must have looked like a wet, orphaned street cat. Today had been especially hard on me. All day I had been consumed with cold sweats, trembling, and a painful roaring in my stomach. It was getting more and more difficult to seem normal under Ettie’s all-too-knowing eyes. 
I nodded to him as assuredly as I could. “Sure, fine. Residual effects of the flu, I guess. Unlike you, you seem to have recovered nicely.”
He looked confused for a small second, but quickly smoothed his face over and answered, “Yeah, I’m recovered.”
I tried to quell my shaking hands, which only seemed to become worse the closer he stepped towards me. 
“Emily, you really don’t look okay. Should I call someone?”
“I…no, I’m fine, really. I just need a minute. Just lemme sit down for just a second…” I was slurring, though I was trying mightily to stay strong and not embarrass myself in front of him. “What are you doing here, anyway?”
He looked over to Gwyn, who leaned onto one hip and pursed her mouth as she looked back at him. She shrugged. 
Before he could answer my body betrayed me. I fell forward. Asher snapped his attention back to me, catching me in his arms and enveloping me in cool, fragrant leather. 
I liked to think I fell gracefully, like a quiet damsel who just caught a passing dizziness and needed to rest gently against her courtier for a few minutes before waking up fresh-faced and bright-eyed, but not so. I was all limbs as I fell against him, my sweaty cheek mashing up against his chest as my neck cricked at an odd angle. But I wasn’t given much time to be embarrassed, because black spots slowly trickled into the sides of my vision. 
“Emily? Emily!” 
It sounded like he was calling me from a distance. 
“Oh good lord,” a voice said, the type of voice that could only belong to Gwyn. 
“We need to help her. Help me get her into the car.”
“No. We don’t
need to help her. We have more important things to be considering here.”
Gwyn again. She was really not nice. I tried to slur my distaste for her, but all that came out was an indistinct garble between my teeth. And possibly a little drool. 
I felt myself being lifted up, and soon I was resting my cheek on his shoulder, feeling his arms wrap around me. 
“Asher…” I breathed against his neck. 
“It’s okay. You’ll be all right,” he said as I felt him start walking. 
“Should we take her to the hospital?” he asked. 
“You know that’s not what she needs,” Gwyn said. “Ugh, just get her in the car before anyone sees. Let’s go.”
“I like you. Why’d I like you?” I asked against his neck. His warm, sweet neck. “Not you.” I flicked a weak hand over to Gwyn. 
“Feeling’s mutual, princess,” I heard her say before I silently, lazily, drifted away and let go. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
“We shouldn’t have her in this house. We don’t even know what she is,” a voice said, panic spiking through it. 
“She’s not a threat. I touched her, remember? I felt nothing.”
“You don’t know that. You don’t know what we’re dealing with here. There’s something about her. It’s not right. You’ve seen
her. I’ve never seen anyone decline that quickly.” Then, quietly, “Like…like she’s already been emptied.”
Blurrily, I came to, completely unaware of my surroundings. I was in a bed. Down pillows surrounded me, and I was encased in a light, fluffy comforter the color of the sky on a brisk autumn day. I wanted to burrow back down into them and continue my blissful sleep, but the voices kept interrupting me. 
“All I know is that I didn’t sense anything with her. And you know as well as I do that when I touch one, I instantly know. I touched her. There was nothing. It’s something else.”
I recognized the voice as Asher. 
There was a long pause before another voice answered, “You actually think she’s one of us?” 
Gwyn. Her voice rose with each syllable, her disdain clear. “Don’t be ridiculous. No, don’t be stupid, Ash. Why would there be another one already? It makes no sense. We have so much to do before…we can’t be wasting time. We can’t be worrying about—about whatever she is.” 
“You mean I have work to do. Yours is done,” Asher said, his words sharp.  
“My work is never done. What the hell, Ash? You think I just sit back and watch you do everything? Think again. Ass. Think about how it’d be without me.” She punctuated the end of her sentence with loud footsteps, her knee high boots slamming against the wooden floorboards before I heard the slam of a door. 
I felt a sense of relief at her departure from the hallway, but my relief vanished as soon as my stomach came back with a vengeance.  
I groaned.
I heard a set of footsteps approach my door before hearing a soft knock, the brass doorknob turning hesitantly before the door cracked open. 
Asher appeared in the doorway, his beautiful face backlit by the hallway lights as he looked into the gloom. 
“Asher,” I said softly. 
“Hey. You feeling okay?” He asked as he approached the side of my bed and sat down next to me. He kept the door cracked open, allowing a crease of light to spill into the bedroom and over my bed. 
“I’m not sure. What happened?”
“Well, you don’t look so hot,” he answered, smiling. “You fainted. You look really sick, Emily. Do you know what’s going on with you?”
His face took on a calculated stare, his eyes searching as he waited for my answer. 
I shook my head, trying to look dejected and hoping I came off as believable underneath his hard stare when really, I knew exactly what was going on: I needed a soul. 
With that thought, my stomach roared, growling at me to give it what it wanted. I cringed. 
“Emily…do you need a hospital?” Asher asked, though he didn’t look like he believed his own question. Still, his face changed to one of concern. He reached up and put a warm, dry hand across my forehead, and this time, it was his lips that parted as soon as his skin hit mine. 
I closed my eyes in pleasure, my instincts finally telling me not to flinch away from him. His hand was a comfort, his warmth seeping into my clammy skin. It felt so nice, so…real. And for once, he was close to me, and I didn’t sense danger. All I could sense was safety, my body relaxing with pleasure underneath his touch, my stomach calming, my chin lowered and my breath hot against my chest as I sighed, finally feeling like myself again. 
Too soon, it was over, my forehead cooling as he removed his hand, and my stomach twisting so hard that I thought it was going to rip through my abdomen. I groaned quietly against the pain. 
“Maybe I should just try to sleep for a while,” I suggested, my voice trembling. I was suddenly desperate to get him away from me. I feared I couldn’t hold the flame at bay for much longer, and I was terrified that I might hurt him. 
“I wish this wasn’t happening to you,” he said, but didn’t elaborate. “You’re right. Maybe you should just try to sleep this off a while. I’m sorry but Gwyn and I have to go. But please, stay here. Try and sleep. I’ll come check up on you later in the night.” His face took on a serious look. “When you wake up, you’ll feel better. I promise.”
The dark flame was calling out to me, yelling at me to listen to it, and I nodded weakly at him, my inner thoughts frantically screaming at him to leave before he witnessed my internal battle. 
He stared at me for a few seconds longer, his expression unreadable, but eventually sat up and walked to the door. I breathed out in relief. 
“Asher…thank you,” I said, trying to smile and meaning it. “For…actually saving me this time.”
He smiled back, the left side of his mouth tilting slightly. “I’ll see you soon,” he said before shutting the door behind him. 
Once I heard his footsteps recede and what could only be the front door shutting, I allowed the cry of pain that I had been holding back to escape my lips.
Cringing and curling up into a ball on my side, I whimpered, trying to fight the hunger and battle against the flame that was so desperately trying to claw its way out of me. 
I’d rather die than take another soul, I said to it, causing it to flare up within me. I felt its distaste for me, its pure, unadulterated scorn of me for being so pathetic. 
In retaliation, my stomach cramped, almost as if it were collapsing within itself and taking all of my internal organs with it. I cried out again, unable to take the pain anymore. 
“I have no idea about your reasons for being in this apartment, but we have got
to get you out of here.”
“Derek?” I tried to crack my eyes open and assess the owner of the voice. 
“Yes Derek, unfortunately. There’s not many people I’d crawl up a fire escape for, I’ll tell you that. And into this place, no less. It reeks
of danger. How are you standing it?”
“How did you even find me? You marked me, too, didn’t you?” I squinted at him over the comforter. “You’re powerful, too.” 
“Semantics,” he said, walking over to me. 
“Just leave me alone,” I said. “Just let me fade away.”
“Oh hell no, little demon. I am not about to lose you just when you were starting to make my life a little interesting. You have got to snap out of this…this pool of pathetic self-loathing.”
“No,” I said, my voice muffled against the covers. “I won’t. I can’t take another life, Derek. I can’t.”
“Well, if you won’t do it, I am going to make
you do it.”
I was so, so cold. I sank deeper into the bed, pulling the comforter over my head, if only to trap the little body heat I had left. 
“Now, now you delicate thing, you must get up. You must give yourself what your body is so desperately craving right now. Otherwise, you know what’s going to happen, don’t you?”
“Derek…I haven’t known what’s been happening for the past week,” I said through the comforter. “Everything is going so fast, I’m not keeping up with it. I’m not meant for this. I just want to be normal. For once in my life, I want to be normal.” 
A wrenching sob cut through me as I finished my sentence, and my body sagged with it, that one sob taking the last of the energy I had. Unconsciousness began to envelop me again, the dark flame raging against my determination to just give in to my weakness, to just give in to my pain and fade away. 
“This just will not do, Emily.”
I stirred under the murky blanket of unconsciousness enveloping my mind, surprised that he’d actually used my name. He never used my name. 
“You are far too important to just slink away and die in some stranger’s apartment, surrounded by all this blue. Who uses this much blue, anyway? It’s as if a Smurf vomited all over the place.” 
I felt pressure on the side of the bed as he sat down beside me. Even more surprisingly, I felt the pressure of his arm against the comforter above me as he laid his hand on my side.
“There is something about you, little demon. I know it must be important. We must see this through. I wouldn’t have wasted my time with you if I found you to be useless. You’re important to this world, Emily. Don’t give up so easily. Don’t try and escape just when it’s becoming difficult.”
Even through my dizzy fog, I felt the anger at him for thinking that I would just walk away when things got tough. I never
walked away. I stayed, even as my mother flashed a knife against my face. I stayed, shivering with fear in the bathtub as she stood over me, wondering if this would be the time when she would finally succeed in drowning me. 
I didn’t stay out of fear. I stayed out of love, out of determination. I was strong. I was not weak. I would never, ever be weak. 
With steely resolve coursing through my veins, forcing my body awake and bringing the pain back to the forefront, I pulled the comforter from my head. 
“You realize, Derek, if I live through this, if I am forced to take another life, I will see to it that I eradicate your kind. I will eradicate you,” I said with as much contempt as I could muster. 
His gaze never wavered from mine, his expression blank. “Darling demon, I don’t think you will.”
I gazed back at him, weak but stubborn. “I will destroy you.”
“Oh, I’m sure you’ll try. And it won’t be defeat that will force you to stop. It will be your own choice.”
He sounded so sure about me. Even in the midst of the unknowing, in this fog of uncertainty surrounding who I was, what I was capable of, he sounded so sure about me and the choices I would be making. 
If anything, I needed to fight this just to shove that kind of arrogance right back in his face. 
“Help me up,” I said, suddenly cranky. 
It was so tempting, with the dark flame beating heavily against my chest, to touch Derek, to burn him and send him to wherever I seemed to be sending the demons I touched. 
But no, I thought. I still need him. 
It shamed me more than I could ever admit that this was my first thought, that I didn’t consider the soul of the real Derek, the Derek who remained in that body of his somewhere, fighting, begging for release. 
I was so ashamed of the truth. If it weren’t for my need of this demon and his knowledge about a species that had remained under the human radar for so long, I would have attacked him, eagerly taking the soul of human-Derek along with him. 
I kept those thoughts to myself as Derek wrapped the comforter around me and lifted me up. I was still too cold to shed my warm cocoon, and much too weak to walk. 
“I’ll carry you and we’ll find you a delicious soul to snack on,” he said as he held me and exited the way he came. 
I barely felt his three-story jump from the windowsill as he landed elegantly in a dark alleyway, the smell of rotting garbage and the scrapes of rat-feet against asphalt immediately assaulting my senses. 
“Take me to a demon. I know you can find them. I know that’s how you found me,” I said, burrowing my nose against his shirt. 
If I had to feast on a human soul, at least I could send the demon inhabiting it wherever I seemed to be sending them. I hoped it was to eternal damnation, a fire-pit of fury buried deep within this earth.
“I can’t possibly do that,” Derek said. “I won’t be an accomplice to the disappearance of my own kind. I’ll simply place you back in the abandoned school and bring a human to you. It doesn’t look like you’re going to be able to fight another demon anyway, not in the state you’re in.” He began walking forward to the street. 
I struggled feebly in his arms. “We do this my way, Derek, or not at all. And I know you need me. You’ve made that clear. So if you want me to live through this, you have to do it the way I want.”
Even I was surprised at the razor-sharpness of my voice. It wasn’t entirely me; I could sense that. In my weakened state, the dark flame had managed to come closer to the surface. It was becoming so difficult to keep it at bay that I had been gradually loosening my hold since Derek had entered the room.  The slow burn was creeping closer. 
“Well aren’t you a testy little flower at the moment,” he said, unperturbed. “Currently, I’m the one walking. You’re going to do as I say, whether you like it or not.”
I breathed in deep, facing a choice. If I let the flame take over, right now, could I trust it not to go after Derek? 
I need him, I said to that dark place inside me. Don’t hurt him yet. Kill him later. 
The flame tickled the back of my head in assent. 
For now… it whispered, prickling down my body, waiting, anticipating.
“Derek,” I whispered softly, laying the side of my face against his chest. 
“Yes, little one?”
“You’re going to want to let me go now.”
“What’s that?” he asked, only half-listening to me as he moved stealthily down the deserted alleyway, dodging spilled trash and other questionable piles. 
I let the darkness ignite.
 



 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
Derek paused at the silkiness of my voice and his grip on me slackened for just an instant. 
That was enough. 
I closed my eyes, accepting the flame for the third time and embracing the fire it lit underneath my skin, burning, coursing, revitalizing.
“Holy mother of Damos,” he cried as he dropped me, the burning heat of my body seeping through the comforter and through his clothes, the flames licking at his skin. 
I landed deftly and faced him, my limbs on fire and glowing with power in the shadowed alleyway. My face was flushed and my lips swelled with the heat of it. I felt the fire within me release its energy, blowing through my hair and rising behind my eyes, piercing the demon within Derek. 
I felt his fear. I felt him cower within the human’s body. Yet he couldn’t look away, and as soon as he met my eyes, his eyes dimmed, stupefied. 
Not him, I yelled over the raging firestorm within me. 
The darkness inside me kept its promise. As Derek reflexively started walking towards me, I felt the flame react, my eyes flashing. 
“Not you,” it commanded to him. 
Derek blinked and took a step back. He blinked again, shaking himself out of my hold on him. Before he could utter one word, I turned and ran, honing in and locating the nearest demon within reach. For though the darkness was now in charge, my body was still deteriorating and wouldn’t last much longer. 
I heard him behind me. 
“Emily!” He called. “Emily, no!”
The dark flame ignored him, taking control and pushing my body into a run, becoming a blur to anyone I happened to pass by in the city streets. All they would feel was a soft wind, surprised maybe by such a warm wind on a cool late-autumn evening, but they would shrug and disregard it, thinking maybe it was just another random weather event.
My senses had already picked up a nearby demon. In fact, I sensed thousands of them. Derek was right; they were populating NYC at an increased rate. It wouldn’t be a problem finding one, but it would be a problem doing what I needed to do privately. 
My head cocked to the side despite my rapid sprint throughout the lit city. Perhaps it’s time I show you another trick, the darkness whispered. 
Please do, I whispered back. 
I found myself heading to Central Park, and I was initially confused. The park would be deserted at this time of night, with no demons in sight. What was there to feast on? Nothing but bare trees and cracked, decaying leaves. But with my darkness at the wheel, I had little control, and had to accept it. I was too weak, too starving, to do anything else. 
Once I reached the park, I halted on Oak Bridge and turned, facing the line of trees that bordered the lake. Its simple iron and wood railings created three little arcs over the lake, and I heard the water streaming through underneath me, pushed forward by the wind. Leaves rustled above me, creating a wave of sound in this otherwise soundless escape in the heart of the city. I felt myself breathe deep, my body tingling with the cool air I inhaled even though the wild fire still raged within me.  
 “You want to come to me,” I whispered. My voice, though my own, sounded vastly unfamiliar. 
The dark flame’s melody once again rode on my breath, traveling with the wind before finally settling on the ears of my next victim. I felt when it reached his ears, alerting him as he rustled, turned, and surrendered. 
It was mere minutes before he appeared on the other side of the bridge. It was a man I didn’t recognize, a city cop who patrolled the closed park at night. I felt a sense of relief at that. I’d accepted the fact that when I let the darkness loose, there was a risk I could attack someone I knew, and I couldn’t help but sigh in deep relief at the stranger in front of me.  
He faced me and considered me an instant threat, because he immediately morphed his human host. He didn’t exit the body, and this gave me pause. I wondered why, but the darkness quickly dismissed my question as unimportant. His eyes grew larger, the brown murky depths starting to glow a dark purple. The beak of his nose grew larger, longer, sharper. It grew out and down, almost reaching the center of his chest before it formed a piercing blade at the end. His arms popped out of their sockets and grew long, his nails beginning to sharpen into those talons that I was becoming ever-so-familiar with. 
His salt and pepper hair darkened and grew into long, greasy black strings, slinking down his back. Mutation completed, he had grown at least four more feet, and the human had already been more than six feet tall. 
His transformation happened in mere seconds, but in my observant state, I drank him in slowly. Luckily, it wasn’t me in charge of my body, because I was utterly distracted by the disgusting sight in front of me. 
My darkness had lured him here somehow, but there was no connection with him yet. He was angry, pulsing with tightly wound muscles, ready to leap at me. 
The darkness seemed unconcerned, even in my weakened state. I know I could have immediately locked eyes with him and gotten this over with. But it seemed the darkness wanted to play. 
My body walked forward, over the bridge, circling the demon as he breathed heavily and watched my movements. If he could move like Derek, I was worried he could sneak up behind me and stab me in the back with that awful looking nose-sword, a revolting weapon that was currently dripping what I could only guess was snot. 
Still, my darkness remained indifferent. I was unprepared when my own body took a giant leap towards him, my arms extended and my muscles swelling and pulsing beneath my skin. 
He saw me coming and jumped, rolling back into the trees and landing silently on his feet. 
“You are new, and you are stupid,” he said, his words slurred and nasal. 
He uncoiled himself and jumped towards me, his nose flashing silver in the moonlight and lancing at my face. I dodged it easily, but I could feel my heartbeat pounding out of my chest with fatigue. Sweat had already started dappling my brow. 
Enough, I told the dark flame. There’s no time for this.
My lips smiled with amusement at my meager command. Instead of listening to my pleas, my body jumped forward at the same time it slinked down, sliding across wooden slats of the bridge and attempting to make contact with the demon’s leg and topple him to the ground. 
The demon was ready for me, catching me by one ankle as I slid towards him and lifting me up so I was upside down but eye-level with him. My face was so close to his nose that I could make out every greasy pore. I internally mewed in protest, shrinking deeper into my body.  He let out a choked laugh before swinging me in circles. Trees became blurred with the lake, my roaring stomach twisted with nausea and my hair tangled against my mouth before he let me go, throwing my body so hard that I cleared the bridge and slammed into the thick trunk of a tree on the other side.
I felt the impact and cried out in pain as my back splintered the tree in half. He threw me with so much force that the tree barely slowed me down and I continued to roll on the ground, picking up leaves and debris as dirt clouded my vision and coated my throat. 
The dark flame still smiled. 
Stop! I begged. Just take what we need and stop! You’ll kill us both!
The demon started to walk across the bridge to where I lay, its talons and beak extended, shining in the patchy moonlight and ready to pierce me with one last, bloody blow. I heard his staccato footsteps as he used his human host to walk forward, an unnatural, eerie rhythm as he came closer. 
My body pulled up into a standing defensive position, my head lowered. Sweat and dirt coated me, and I could feel my hands trembling at my sides, even as my breath came out in short, hard bursts. 
I heard his laughter, muffled and wet. 
My darkness was done with playing with this demon—or playing with me, I couldn’t be sure—because my body lunged forward, my hands already out and open. My eyes locked with him as I jumped. He couldn’t help but watch me, stupefied, as I made my attack.
I landed on his chest, feet and arms extended like a bug, narrowly avoiding his sharp sword of a nose. 
“You want to come to me,” My voice repeated, dilating the dark depths of his eyes, and slowly, methodically, I felt my hands wrapping around his neck. 
He cried out in pain as I burned through his skin, sending a wave of flames into his body and surging into his brain. 
He buckled, not from my weight but from the staggering pain, his knees pounding into the ground as he flailed, pathetically attempting to grab onto me with his talons and shake me off like a feral cat. 
He was still under my spell, and he couldn’t look away from my eyes. I felt my lips curl back and the fangs grow out, each and every one of my teeth extending, sharpening. My jaw cracked and popped as it made room for the white blades. 
I actually snarled along with the darkness before my head whipped down and made contact with the side of the demon’s neck, blood pouring and gushing down my hands and over his body in dark, hot streams of red. 
He died quickly, my bite cutting him deep. He sagged to the side and I fell with him, my teeth still embedded, unwilling to let go. 
When I no longer felt the pulse of his blood nor heard the beat of his heart, I knew my darkness had succeeded. I felt it retreat back, but only slightly, relaxing as it allowed me to take back some control. I unlatched my jaw and held my head high, my teeth retracting back into my gums and my features slowly softening back into their human shape. 
Blood dripped down my chin as I looked down at the demon, now a man in his fifties with a giant gouge in the left side of his throat. 
I couldn’t dwell on the guilt because my work wasn’t done. I needed the thing that I came for. I needed it desperately. 
I lowered my head back to his, a mere breath away from his lips, and breathed in. 
Oh sweet, sweet bliss, yes, oh yes…
I sighed as the bright blue smoke snaked through my mouth, up my nose and hitting the core of me in such honeyed pleasure that I actually trembled with the need for it.
My breaths became fast as the mist trailed through my body, strengthening and healing, pulsating and throbbing. I held my hands out with my head to the sky, almost in benediction, as I let it fill me, save me. 
Heat wafted out of my hands and a glowing residue began to cover the body in front of me. It glittered as it coated the body before it disappeared, leaving nothing in its place but smooth, lush green grass. 
Too soon, it was over. The darkness wanted to stay, but with my newfound strength I pushed it back to its place within me. 
Your job is done, I said to it. My turn. 
It flickered in annoyance, but eventually settled back in its place. I didn’t fool myself into thinking it would stay there for long. It was merely awaiting its next chance. 
YOU ONLY LEAD ME CLOSER. 
I gripped the sides of my head as I slunk back to the ground, clenching my teeth as the strange voice invaded my mind and pierced me like a knife, leaving bloody ribbons of thought in its wake. Oh god, I forgot about this part. This painful, agonizing part that would surely destroy me before my darkness ever could. 
I WILL DESTROY YOU. 
Groaning, I doubled over, resting my head on my thighs and shutting my eyes tight until the voice and its sharp pain faded away. Eventually, I was able to sit back up and maintain consciousness, blinking blearily as the piercing headache began to vanish. 
A sharp snap of a twig caused me to turn my head at the sound. My honed vision made out the shadow of a human figure. 
No, I thought in panic. No, please don’t let it be him. Don’t let it be Asher seeing me like this—how much did he see? 
He came out from the trees, the moonlight hitting his face, his strong form trembling, shaking. 
Derek. 
I sighed in relief, expelling the breath I was holding and stood up, facing him. “There, Derek,” I said to him in irritation.  “I did what you wanted. I’m back.”
My body felt streaked with fire again, and I could swear Derek could see the effervescent glow lighting my skin from underneath. 
“No,” he said, his voice shaking. “That’s not what I wanted. Or expected.”
I was taken aback at his reaction. He was a demon, for crying out loud. He had obviously seen—and been responsible for—a good amount of blood and gore during the centuries. My kill couldn’t possibly have driven fear into his shriveled, evil heart. If he even had one. 
“What are you talking about? I did exactly what I needed to in order to survive. So I sent a demon somewhere. Too bad.  You make me take a human life, then I’ll make a demon suffer along with it.”
Derek shook his head, pulling his arms forward and clutching his hands in front of him, attempting to staunch the trembling. 
“No, Emily, you don’t understand…”
“What don’t I understand?” 
He took a deep breath. And then another. “You didn’t consume the human’s soul.”
He paused and, as if losing his balance, he took a shaking step back.
“Derek, you’re being cryptic again. Just give it to me straight for once.”
“Emily…” he started, but paused again, unsure if he wanted to continue. He seemed to muster up the resolve however, because he spat the rest of the words out in a rush, leaving him breathless and quaking. 
“You devoured the demon’s.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
I glanced around at the spot that Derek was just standing in, but saw nothing. I blinked, and he was gone. “Derek?”
 I spun around the clearing, calling, “Derek, come back here! I’m not going to kill you!”
My cries hit empty air. Derek was long gone, using his handy demon trait of deft, silent movement and disappearing. I hoped he’d come back at some point; he’d just made me think of a thousand more questions. 
I’m taking the demon’s souls…
I stared deep into the lake, not really seeing, but thinking hard.  
Was it a soul? No demon had a life like a human’s. But this force, whatever it was, did cause them to exist, at least until death by the Hunter. 
Or by me…
I began to walk, not needing to push branches out of the way or stumble over loose roots, because my body just knew. Grace and stealth were like a second skin as I strode through the deserted park, the night wind raising goose bumps on my flesh. 
Could the Hunter and I be on the same side? Was I a part of this Trine and just didn’t know it yet? I froze mid-stride as a thought slammed into me: could I actually be the Hunter that every demon was so afraid of? 
I wanted nothing more than to be on the good side of things, the human side. 
But with that thought came the remembrance of what I had to do in order to destroy a demon; I had to turn into a monster myself. I ran my tongue along my upper teeth, but felt only the smooth ridges of good dentistry. Not a sharp fang to be found. Could I really be the source of such ugly death, yet still be considered good?  
Sighing, I turned west out of the park, straightening my red t-shirt that had become all twisted up in the struggle and realizing belatedly that I had left my jacket at Asher’s. I scanned the front of myself, searching for demon or human remnants. It was all gone. I had to admit, the fact that I never had to deal with any gory mess afterwards was an upside to this whole debacle. Any passerby would just assume that I had either gotten lost or taken a late-night stroll in the park. 
And if I ran into a patrol car that became suspicious or worried about a nineteen-year-old walking alone in the park, I could always persuade the cops otherwise. 
My eyes flared wide in excitement at the thought. Power was coursing through me again, and I wanted nothing more than to use it. 
Kill more demons? I thought, giddy with the idea that it wasn’t human souls that were sustaining me. Although, it wasn’t all good. Just because I killed—no, ate—the demon didn’t mean I saved the human. 
I still had to consider that, despite the wonderful realization of destroying demons, I had no idea what I did with the human soul.  
As I walked through the quiet, starlit night, the smell of decaying leaves heavy in my nostrils, I couldn’t help but think that I was still killing the human along with the demon. 
The darkness in me was growing stronger, yet the humanity in me still remained. But for how long? I felt it like a second soul inside me, its movements mirroring mine, but its intentions weren’t my own. It was only a matter of time before its purpose was made clear. 
Unless I figured it out first. Stopped it. Because I couldn’t let the unthinkable happen. I couldn’t let my worst fears come true. 
The darkness couldn’t win. 
I would find a way to save souls while eradicating demons from this world. I’d find a way to save my own soul. I just had to. 
Emily Chaucer. 
Demon executioner. 
Human savior. 
I could only hope. 
 
***
 
Derek had deserted me. 
After three days, there was still no sign of him, and I was forced to come to terms with myself on my own. 
In my heightened, agitated state I tore through any book I could find, becoming a fixture in the public libraries as I flipped through the books with inhuman speed, my eyes moving back and forth so fast they were nearly popping out of my head. The librarian on shift would eye me with interest as I zipped from shelf to shelf, trying to look as human as possible as I pulled books off shelves and then put them back. 
To my maddening frustration, I couldn’t find one piece of information relating to the demons as I saw them, and I had even less luck trying to locate information about myself and what I was turning into. Of course, I found books on demons, devils and angels, religious literature, mythological texts, but not one of them touched upon the facts as I knew them. Some were written by ancient authors and outlined names of demons and features that set them apart from each other, but I couldn’t find any information on the demons that I had actually seen, or their names. Scraw…Melix… Damos. I never did get a name from Derek about what the last one with the long hooked-nose spear. But it didn’t matter anyway, because none of these words existed. 
These were beasts that kept themselves very well hidden from humans. 
Derek had told me not to focus on heaven and hell, or angels and demons. That was not what he was, what they were. They simply lived and thrived for centuries. Yes, there was one who was considered powerful enough to rule over them all, but it was not in the same place some humans believed they would go to after they died. Damned human souls would not walk among these demons. 
“We are creatures,” Derek explained during one of his lessons before he wimped out on me. “We’ve evolved, much like humans, but at an accelerated rate. We’ve made a home in our realm, but we come to this plane to survive. We’re not cursed souls walking among the living.”
Basically, I inferred that I wasn’t dealing with Hell in spiritual terms.
I was dealing with Hell as a species. 
During my nights, when I tried to sleep, the dream would catch up to me, haunting me, the mist parting even more clearly as I made out the shape of the caved-in woman sinking into the tiles of the floor and the shadow of the man standing over her. 
His image was sharper than it had ever been before, though I could only make out the side of his face, his jaw cut like glass, his hair dark as coal and flowing back from his face. But I couldn’t see his eyes, no matter how hard I tried. I couldn’t shift myself in front of him and truly see him. 
All I saw was her. Crumbled, alone, haunted. 
And him, vibrating with wanting but unable to move forward, unable to take her in his arms and hold her, calm her. 
I woke up trembling, my face wet with tears. It was yet another puzzle for me to try and solve. I was getting so, so sick of these puzzles. 
“Damn it, Derek, where have you gone,” I said the morning of the third day, my face in my hands as I sat up in bed, sunlight filtering through and dappling my blush-pink comforter. I stared down at the comforter, thinking, Pink isn’t a color that belongs in my world anymore. 
I threw the comforter off and glided out of bed. I was still strong and feeling good. The hunger within me had abated, for now. 
I managed to avoid Macy all weekend, unwilling and unable to see her without possibly bursting into tears and begging for her help. I always talked myself out of calling her, because I couldn’t involve her in this and potentially put her life in danger, put her soul in danger. 
Unfortunately, I couldn’t avoid my aunt the same way and so I did the next best thing: any time those uncomfortable questions arose in her voice, I’d enthusiastically convince her otherwise. She had no idea how I looked or anything about my inhuman movements—she just remembered me as the same old, regular, innocent Emily whom she already rescued from darkness twelve years ago. It worked. My aunt talked to me as if nothing was awry and it was just another day of waking up to sunshine.
It only made me feel more alone. 
“So how’s life in the big city?” she asked last night. Then, after a quiet pause, “You ready to come home yet, hun?”
With my cell nestled between my ear and shoulder, I continued to clean my small studio apartment, my energy crackling in all directions. “You know I love this city, Aunt Sandy.”
“Yes but…your voice. You sound different, sweetie. Tired.”
“’Cuz I’m cleaning,” I said, pretending to sound out of breath. “Nothing’s wrong, promise.”
I grabbed the Windex and headed to my sad, sagging blinds, more gray these days than white. I’d never had the energy to attack the furry black dust balls that had nested into them, but tonight, I needed to let off steam. I faced them with purpose. 
“Is it a boy? Some dumbass playing games with you?”
I let out a choked laugh. “No, no boy in my life.” I cocked one leg on the windowsill, using both arms to spray and wipe while still cramming the phone into my ear with my shoulder. “I told you. Cleaning.”
“Now that’s an outright lie. You don’t clean. Tidy, maybe. Throw a comforter over your bed to hide a pile of clothes, yes. Never clean.”
“What can I say, the city’s changing me.” 
My mouth tightened, not with effort of balancing on one leg, but with how close to the truth I was. “I’m a responsible, clean adult now, Aunt Sandy.”
“Well, you’re still my baby niece. You come home whenever you need, okay? I’m in Cold Spring, not Antarctica. I miss your stubborn face.”
I smiled, hopping down onto my wooden floorboards with ease, the blinds shining white behind me. “I know, I know. I’ll come visit soon.” 
“Stay safe, hun. I love you.”
“I love you, too.”
I had no idea when I could see her again. Not like this. Not when I would just have to persuade her…manipulate her into seeing a fake me. 
Sadness enveloped me as I pulled clothes out of my closet to get ready for another day where I would yet again try to be normal. I tried to act normal because I didn’t know what else to do. 
But that darkness inside me…it was no longer just a flickering, hot flame. It was a she, a being almost unto herself, and she would poke me, prod me into paying attention to her, to let her out. What she was, what I was, I still had no idea. 
I could also sense when these demons disappeared, and they were disappearing methodically. My darkness would ping in irritation with every demon eradicated, as if that demon should have belonged to her and not the Trine. For it could only be the Trine responsible for the disappearance of these evil insects. I wished I could help them. But until I knew more about myself, I couldn’t look for them. Even though my instincts were telling me that I could be the new Hunter, they may just immediately regard me as a demon and, without further explanation, evaporate me. 
The Trine was getting closer, but they couldn’t pinpoint me, that much I knew. Derek had said that demons were aware of each other, and they certainly were, nodding at each other inconspicuously as they passed, lifting their lips up in quick acknowledgement of each other. I now knew that my first glimpse of a demon was when I had literally run into Andrea, her teeth black and rotting as she snarled at me. It wasn’t a hallucination. 
It was my last moment of innocence. 
I could no longer ignore my physical changes. My eyes, usually a deep blue, now housed a golden ring around my pupils. When my emotions ran high, the gold would expand, overtaking the blue. I didn’t know what really happened to me when the darkness would take over. I could only feel my teeth expanding, my eyes changing, my muscles swelling with strength. But I knew that the gold belonged to her, my dark flame. She was making herself known. 
I slipped into denim jeans and a burgundy oversized blouse where I left a few buttons undone at the top. I still felt continued heat snaking off my body. The lighter the fabric I had on me, the better. 
I made my way into my kitchenette, bending down to pull open my fridge and taking stock of its contents. Three eggs, a single grapefruit of questionable age. My stomach twisted. I hadn’t eaten a single thing for the past three days, and I wasn’t about to start. 
I slammed the fridge shut. My body wasn’t sustaining itself on human food anymore. 
I wandered to Cream of the Cup, deliberately dawdling. I wasn’t sure how I was going to handle Macy when she showed up, and my thoughts were also heavily on Asher. I remembered falling into his arms and finally feeling comfort from someone other than my aunt. I remembered his warm breath on my cheek as he held me before lifting me up and carrying me to safety. 
I wasn’t sure how to handle him. My body just responded to him, the electricity feeling like a rush of hot water coursing down my skin every time he was near. But with that feeling came a warning, my mind and my darkness becoming one as only one word floated to the surface even as my body rebelled: No.
I wanted him. She wanted nothing to do with him. 
That only made me want him more.

Still, there was something about him and his twin, something a little off-kilter. But I would have sensed if one of them was the Hunter, wouldn’t I? If I could sense demons, it would make sense that I could feel the Hunter, my greatest threat. But neither of them, not one of them, gave me that sense of impending doom.
Unless…
Unless I’m the new Hunter.
 



 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
I made it to work, putting my internal walls up and pretending to be just another barista on a regular Monday morning and chatting with Macy as she assumed her usual position leaning over the pick-up counter. She had spent the weekend with Liz and Amanda, which I was a little surprised over, but I didn’t comment. These were ridiculous, selfish thoughts of mine that I had to stifle, because she was giving off obvious vibes that she was upset with me for deserting her, which I totally did. She was entitled to hang out with other friends and have fun. At least one of us could. 
“I feel like fifty guys are gonna want to sleep with you at Liz’s party,” Macy said, cutting through my thoughts. 
I blinked and tried to focus on her as she continued to nibble on a muffin. “I know you won’t tell me what you’re doing,” she said, “but you’re looking seriously gorge. I will figure out your secret, you know.”
I tried to laugh, but it came out more like a wobbling bark. “We’ll see.” 
“Ugh, enough about finding the coffee maker her coffee mate,” Liz said as she walked over from her table and stood with Macy. “I wanted to let you guys know that my—Emily’s idea of a Dark Masquerade is going to be a hit.”
I grabbed the damp dishcloth behind me, bypassing Liz and Macy as I walked around the counter to start wiping down tables. It was a slow afternoon, with only a few patrons scattered throughout the shop. Unfortunately, it meant that neither Liz, Amanda or Macy would be leaving any time soon. 
Macy nodded in agreement, turning so she could still face me as I weaved through the tables. “It’s going to be so great. I’m gonna go in a huge ball gown, with the face of a dead corpse.”
I balked at Macy’s description, my hand frozen in mid-air. “You want to go as a dead person in a ball gown?”
“Well yeah, that’s the whole point, isn’t it? To wear our gowns like we normally would, but have crazy, scary masks.”
I suddenly realized that perhaps my idea was not the smartest, especially with all the real-life monsters actively walking around. Halloween weekend was bad enough for humans. But this party would be like a candy store to them. They could come in their true forms and no one would be the wiser. 
Panic grew inside me. I was such an idiot. 
“You know, now that I think of it, Hollywood sounds like an awesome theme,” I said.
Amanda gave me a dry look from the table she was sitting at, acting like it was such a pain for her to lift her coffee so I could wipe down the bleached wood. “I’m thinking not.”
I sighed as I walked back behind the counter. Then I brightened as soon as I remembered that I could compel
them to change the theme! 
I straightened, ready to lock eyes with them. Although I really didn’t know the logistics in compelling three people at once, I thought I could possibly do it. I figured I’d start with Amanda.
The darkness stirred in me, quietly whispering, Don’t.
I caught Amanda’s gaze over the pastry display, but felt no familiar burn. Liz and Macy weren’t noticing, distracted by Macy’s phone as they tried to figure out ideas for Liz’s costume. But Amanda began to look at me like I had two heads. 
“Problem?” 
I squinted my eyes, staring at her harder. No such luck. 
There is danger here, the dark flame whispered. Feeling stupid, I lowered my eyes. Of course there was danger. 
I couldn’t be so dumb as to tempt fate in public with demons and humans milling around outside, any one of them choosing to wander in at any second. I’d have to persuade Macy and the others later. 
“Sorry, I just thought you had a piece of food on your face,” I finally said to Amanda. She slapped a hand on her face in panic and moved it around, checking for crumbs. 
“You’re fine,” I amended as I leaned down and straightened the lines of muffins. She stopped, glaring at me through the plexi-glass. 
Thankfully, Macy made noises about getting to class. I wondered if she had any classes with Asher. It was already closing in on four, and I still hadn’t seen him. Danger or not, I was drawn to him and wished he would’ve come in. 
I waved as the three of them departed, Amanda very thoughtfully leaving her empty coffee cup on the table as she got up and left. 
The rest of the afternoon ended quickly, and I grabbed my purse and ditched my apron downstairs, preparing to go to the abandoned gymnasium for a few hours before my restaurant shift started. 
Although Derek no longer showed up to our Secret Clubhouse, I still went there every evening in an attempt to focus my thoughts in the peace and quiet. 
I also had a lot of fun getting there. 
Making my way to the edge of the East River overlooking the FDR highway, I paid little attention to my surroundings. The constant buzzing of demon energies felt like a flurry of mosquitoes hitting my skin, and I shut it off for the time being, knowing there was little I could do about them right now. Not until I figured out how to save the human host.
Manhattan skyscrapers rose up behind me, piercing the sky as the setting sun reflected against their shining surfaces. The drone of speeding cars could be heard below me, the congestion getting heavier as rush hour began to tick down. 
I stood just behind the concrete barricade, casting my eyes over the East River with the Williamsburg Bridge on my left, its cables dipping down from each steel tower top as it crested across the horizon. The Manhattan Bridge spanned wide on my right, its pointed tower tops also holding cables and curving down in the classic shape suspension bridges were known for, its two stone portals rising high to let the growing traffic pass through. 
Framed by steel and stone, with my city lit behind me, I raised my eyes to the sky, golden light coating my vision as I let my body disappear into the bleeding colors of the sunset. 
I skimmed the river, creating curved white splashes with my feet as I flew into Williamsburg, landing lightly on the boat docks. It was deserted, the sun already set against the wide container ships that floated silently on the river. Waves from passing ferries knocked against the docks, and that was the only sound I heard as I walked around steel containers and weaved through the scattered pieces of heavy equipment. 
I was alone, but I wasn’t afraid. Even cast against deserted loading docks and empty warehouses, I knew I was safe. I had the darkness, and when she was unleashed, no weapon could harm me. No man could survive me.   
My thoughts were quickly forgotten when I heard a scream pierce through the silence.
 



 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
My head shot towards agonizing wail that had come from behind a cylindrical warehouse to the left. 
My dark flame burst to life. 
Conflicted, I forced it back down. I refused to bring her forward before completely assessing the situation. For all I knew, the screams could be a result of a worker taking a tumble, or someone getting lost, a tourist who simply needed help out of the loading docks. Not everything had to be ominous and involve a secret demon species. Not every situation required the use of my mysterious, dark force.  
I ran like a human towards the screams instead, using only a little of my supernatural speed to get there faster. Once I was near enough to see, I took cover at the side of the warehouse, peeking out just enough to understand what was happening. I crouched down, moving pieces of damp, rotting beams of wood out of the way, taking in the scene in front of me, and I gasped.
Gwyn.
I saw her cowering on her side, her hands above her face and her legs curled underneath her as she lay against the tarmac. Spotlights from the docks illuminated her body, and I saw her arch up, crying out in pain.
At first, I thought she was caught in a tangle of equipment, cables stretching over her skin and causing her cries, but it turns out I wasn’t even close. 
 It was tentacles the color of the mud, slimy and wet as they slithered around her. Upon closer inspection I saw little suction cups scattered across the slick masses, each one making a wet, popping sound before clamping onto her. The tentacles palpitated as they latched onto her skin, and as each one clamped onto her, she let out another cry.  
I stiffened, my head jerking around, my eyes shooting in all directions. 
Where was her brother? 
I lay my hands against the white metal of the warehouse as I leaned forward, afraid of what I might be forced to do. I couldn’t expose myself, not this way, not when it posed so much danger to me. 
She screamed again. 
No one came. 
“Ah, shit,” I said before stepping out of my hiding place. 
Her face was twisted into a look of agony as her hands slipped over and under the tentacles, trying to pry them off her even as her hands kept skidding against the slime.  
Move!
My mind felt alert, but my body seemed incredibly slow to respond as I stood frozen in the empty lot, vulnerable, wide-eyed. This was my first time facing a demon on a full stomach. There was no starvation, no frenzy to propel me forward. Just fear. 
I forced myself to step closer. Before me sat a globular mass of pustules, its greasy brown skin reflecting off the spotlights overhead. I tried to locate its eyes among the pustules that burst open with yellowed slime every time it moved. I thought I found them, located at the center, two glassy black marbles that were so out of place on this slick, glopping mass sitting before me.
“Emily!”
I met Gwyn’s eyes, angry and staring as the tentacles began to wrap around her face. “Get lost!” 
The tentacles pulsated again, and Gwyn let out one more cry of pain, fear and pain etching across her face as I watched her eyes roll to the back of her head. She went slack underneath the tentacles, suddenly looking like a broken china doll that was being devoured by a monster.  
I had to save her. 
The next few seconds were a blur as I tried to figure out what to do. I was as frozen as a statue, stiff with fear but shaking with uncertainty as I watched this demon-sludge readying itself to eat Gwyn. I was no match for this thing. If I wanted to save Gwyn, if I wanted to redeem myself from what happened with Rob, the girl, the cop…I knew what I had to do.           
Okay, I told the darkness. I felt her titter with excitement as I spoke. Come forth. Kill.
My body jolted, my arms shooting out behind me and my chest arching to the sky as the burn fired through my system with such potency that I cried out. I wanted to fall to my knees, but in an instant, they were no longer my own. That quickly, the darkness had cannoned forth and ripped through my body, taking my hands, filling my legs, controlling my mouth. 
I felt myself being pushed back, like a hand had clamped over my face and shoved me underwater, my vision blurring and my eyes looking through a tunnel as my darkness stepped forward and took my place. But like a slingshot, I was flown forward again, the tunnel vision disappearing as my eyesight came back. But I couldn’t move my eyes. I couldn’t even tell myself to blink. She was in control, and I had just become a spectator in my own body. 
Oh man, this was a really, really bad idea.  
There was no time to dwell. The demon had already started sucking the life out of Gwyn, its black beady eyes rolling up to the top of its globular head as a white, sparkling mist began to coat her body. 
Her soul. It had to be.  
“You imbecile,” I heard my voice say to it. 
I got its attention. It stopped its popping, sucking noises, and its tiny, empty eyes focused on me. 
“You think you could feast on one of them?” I heard myself ask. 
It growled, the sound wet and grating as it began to rise and direct its attention to me. Before, I didn’t think it had a mouth. Now, I knew better. With a wet, smacking sound, a mouth formed at the center of the dirty glob, yawning wide, its fangs white and gleaming despite the dripping mess that surrounded them. 
It let out a deafening roar, and I wished I could cover my ears. But my darker self remained poised and unperturbed by the angry, spitting mass in front of her. 
To my relief, its tentacles slipped off Gwyn, and I could only hope that she was still alive. I half-expected the tentacles to swing in my direction, aiming straight for my face. Instead, the thing used its tentacles as chair legs, rising up in stature to tower over us. It roared once more, its fangs rising to the sky. In that instant, if I had control over my body, I knew I would have been dead. 
It dove for me so quickly that before I could even process that it moved, my darker self had nimbly ducked, turned and twisted out of the way, my left leg rising and connecting with the side of the glob as my body landed with balanced ease.
I was so strong from my last feast that this sopping demon was sent sprawling, its four tentacles flailing in the air as it crashed back down. My body ducked again, narrowly missing a tentacle from slamming into it, but I had the sense that it was only a near miss because my darkness felt like playing again. 
I hummed with annoyance, tired of these games she loved to play, as if this weren’t life and death but just a mere deck of cards to amuse her for a while. 
Don’t toy with my body.
She laughed back. Don’t assume that your body can’t take it. 
There was a moment of calm stillness, where she stood, unmoving except for the slow smile that began to creep onto her mouth. She let me see her next move, a brief picture in her mind that flickered across my vision like an old movie reel. I wanted to recoil from the sight, but of course I couldn’t. I threw myself against my confines instead, like a trapped animal in a cage, but it was no use. 
Don’t you dare, I said to her. 
 She moved straight to the underside of the mass where the tentacles began, and I watched in horror as she let the tentacles close around us. 
WHAT ARE YOU DOING? I screamed, though my voice made no sound. Do you want to kill us? 
She remained calm as I fought against her, attempting to claw my way forward and stop this. Stop her. I pressed against her, but felt a hard wall slam up in front me, throwing me back. The pounding in my head was almost unbearable and my vision began to blur again, the tunnel becoming longer as I drifted back, descending into the dark. No. 
 I was trapped. Trapped inside my own body. 
What have I done? 
The tentacles tightened around my body, suffocating me, the suction cups latching to my arms and legs, coiling upwards as they moved toward my face. I felt the tentacles through my clothing, sucking my blood to the surface of my skin. I cried out silently, panicking, flailing against her restraints, but my body stayed poised, my face serene as she continued to remain in control.
She entertained my struggle for a few seconds, saying only: You need to learn to trust me. 
Just then, I felt my hands lashing out as she pushed hard against the tentacles. The gluttonous mass roared. I felt my jaw open, crack and expand to house my now sharp, deadly teeth. 
She smiled again, macabre and garish before she turned my head and sank those teeth straight into the center mass of the glob. 
This time, it wasn’t scarlet blood that gushed forth. It was opaque and tasted of black licorice as it filled my mouth. It fell on my body like a river, but my teeth remained buried deep in the demon’s skin. I wanted to gag with the slimy, bulbous feel of its flesh against my tongue.
Suddenly, my head whipped back, my jaw letting go at the same time my darkness began to recede. I felt like my face had just broken above water and I gasped for air as I found myself once again in control. 
Trust me… she whispered before she folded back into that place inside me. The place she had made her home. 
Breathing heavily, I crawled up so I could stand on top of the demon, locating the mouth. I cringed at the thought of having to put my face close to it, but I knew it was necessary. I bent down, my disgust forgotten as I began to anticipate what would come next. Finally the darkness and I were on the same page. We both wanted this. We both needed this. 
I sucked in a deep breath, watching as the bright blue mist came out of the demon’s mouth and into my lungs. Ecstasy overtook me as I breathed it in, and I welcomed it as the sparkling blue pulsed through me, sinking into my veins and pumping into my heart, my chest expanding with the pleasure of it. 
At the same time, a golden cloud formed and enveloped the demon. As it evaporated from underneath me, I floated to the ground and landed with silent ease.   
But my suffering wasn’t over. I tried to prepare myself for what came next. Although I knew it was coming, I still wasn’t ready for the quaking pain that rushed into my head and caused me to buckle to my knees. 
SOON. 
Just as quickly as the roar came, it retreated, and the pain gradually faded with it. I took in one gasping breath as I felt the last of the ache slip away. 
That was it. For once, that hateful roar wasn’t going to stick around for more threats, more spiking pain. But with that one single word, it made its plans known. Whatever it was. Wherever it lived. I shivered under the pressure of it. 
Finally, I allowed myself to open my eyes. I looked around, finding no trace of the demon glob as I took in the scene, the broken pieces of metal, the wet, shining curves of slime that covered the asphalt. The demon made quite a mess, and unfortunately, it wasn’t just on the ground.
This time, I had my own messy problem: I was still covered head to toe in black, sopping goo, and I smelled sickeningly of black licorice. 
“What happened….?”
I turned to Gwyn, forgetting for only an instant that she was there. She was still on her back but staring straight at me. Her eyes, though tired and weak, still managed to stare daggers as she regained consciousness. 
“Um…” I couldn’t think of one thing to say. I just continued to stare at her while still on my knees. 
“You saw it?” She asked, sitting up, becoming more alert by the second. 
“Yes.” 
I couldn’t exactly answer any other way when I was still covered in its gook. 
She looked around in panic. “Where is it? Where is it hiding?”
“Oh, you don’t have to worry, I—” 
NO. 
The dark flame flared up at me, actually hissing at me. Remember. You can’t kill a demon. Only the Hunter can. 
But what if I’m the Hunter? I asked. It was a brave question, and while this darkness inside me scared the bejesus out of me, she knew things. She said things. She must know the answer to this. 
If that were true, do you really want this girl to be your first witness? Her voice was sharp. I felt her inside me, her movements reminding me so much like the brown glob we’d just killed as she slithered around, warning me. She could take me over whenever she wanted, turn her fire into tentacles and slide underneath my skin, suck me out. Become me. 
Trust me…
I shivered. 
“Emily.”
Despite being the victim, Gwyn’s voice left no room for weakness as she sat up and said my name, almost as if she were accusing me for being here. How dare you save my life, Emily, her voice seemed to say. It was enough to distract me from my own victim-like thoughts. 
“I wounded it,” I said to her, gesturing to the black tar-like substance covering me. “It ran away.”
Her eyebrows rose at that. “You…fought it?”  
“Well…” I said, trying to buy time to form a plausible story. Then I spotted it. “I panicked. I saw you and you were in trouble. So without thinking, I just grabbed the sharpest piece of metal I could find and stabbed it from behind.” 
Gwyn pondered this. I prayed I didn’t make any sort of lethal mistake. I didn’t even know if that thing’s slimy exterior could
be penetrated by a metal beam. I had used razor-sharp teeth, after all, but I couldn’t tell Gwyn that. 
“Okay,” she said, seeming to accept my story. To her, there was probably no other plausible option, not when it was me
she was looking at. Innocent, bumbling Emily who stumbled upon a monster and just happened to throw some metal at it. 
Then she looked at me, seeming to remember something. “Are you okay? I mean, I know this is hard to explain…”
Right. She probably expected me to be traumatized, never encountering an actual, real-life monster before and everything. 
“I…I think so,” I said, but not wanting to overdo it. “What was that?”
She sighed, rising up to her feet and brushing off her jeans, more of an automatic gesture than actually trying to brush anything off. The lights above us were reflecting a clear, greasy goo on her that I doubt even dry cleaning would be able to rectify. 
“You need to talk to Asher about that,” she said. “You want answers that I can’t give.” Pause. “I really
wish you hadn’t seen that.” 
I was oddly happy to see him again, even despite Gwyn’s rude, cryptic-like behavior. If I weren’t here, she would’ve died. Didn’t she see that? She was acting so uncaring, so cavalier, doing nothing to reassure me about what I saw, not even bothering to explain this secret species away.
What the hell was going on? 
“Come on.” 
She already started walking towards Williamsburg. I supposed I was expected to get up and follow. 
“Oh, and thank you,” she said, giving me a quick glance over her shoulder before turning back around. 
“No problem,” I said, following behind, suddenly feeling like a downtrodden puppy. “A little more gratefulness would have been nice,” I added under my breath. 
It wasn’t until we had made our way to the parking lot, with me consciously trying to look more human with my movements than not, that a thought finally occurred to me. During my fight with the giant octopus-glob, I was too distracted by its grossness to consider something so vitally important and I wanted to slap myself in the forehead for being so, so stupid.
I’d been so absorbed in Gwyn and her strange reactions that I hadn’t even realized the one piece of information that had been staring me in the face the entire time. Her behavior immediately became ominous as I began to absorb the consequences of my sudden, frightening realization. 
I had fought the demon in its pure, true form. 
There was no human host.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
I kept glancing at Gwyn’s profile in suspicion. 
How the hell was Gwyn grappling with a demon in its true form? Here I thought I had a ton of questions when I was talking to Derek. Now, it felt like millions.
She drove us over the Williamsburg Bridge, not even bothering to look at me as we drove back into the city. The car was silent, without even music playing as we both sat dripping in our seats, our hair sticking to our faces, hers with clear goo, mine with black. The smell of licorice was nauseating, and Gwyn cracked our windows open in an attempt to clear our stuffy confines. 
She parked a few streets away from their apartment, not bothered by the fact that we had to walk a block or two covered in slime. Gwyn didn’t spare a glance at the West Village crowd as she turned onto 7th Avenue South and ate up more sidewalk with her trademark knee-high boots. 
God, she was fast.  
“There’s a mud wrestling bar around here?” I heard someone ask as I followed behind Gwyn. “I wanna participate!” 
“Looks like you rolled in diarrhea,” someone else said to me as they passed by. I kept my eyes cast down. “You shoulda chosen the clear lube like that girl.”
I picked up my pace to keep up with Gwyn as she dove between crowds, people happily ducking out of the way to let her pass by. Probably out of fear, because even though I could only see the back of her, I sensed the scowl on her features. 
She turned left again and I followed, using only human speed as I weaved around the crowds with her and ignoring all the comments and looks of surprise as we walked by. I was thankful when we finally reached her brownstone, taking the steps two at a time as I followed her inside. 
After she unlocked the main door, we walked up one flight before reaching their two-story apartment, the key slipping in her slimy grip only once before she inserted it and let us in.
I felt him before I even saw him, that familiar wave of electricity flowing through my body. Asher was seated at the circular wooden table centered in the main room, hunched over and nursing a steaming mug. His eyes were cast downwards and focused on the dark liquid in his cup, as if he were trying to read shapes in the dancing, curling steam. 
As soon as we shut the door, his eyes shot up, and they were scathing. 
“You really screwed up this time, Gwyn,” he said as he started to rise. 
Gwyn shrugged, but she remained tense, her eyes skittering around the sparsely furnished room, unsettled and highly strung. “You weren’t giving me the credit I deserved,” she finally said. 
“You brought her into this?” 
It was the first time I heard him yell, his fury snapping forward like loose electrical wires, and it was painful. I flinched as my charged connection with him reacted. 
His eyes centered on me, taking in my disheveled state as he pointed at my torso. “Is that what I think it is?”
 My nose had been immersed in the smell of licorice for the past twenty minutes, and I was starting to get nauseous because of it. Asher’s cold gaze only added to that sickening feeling and I froze, my body tight as I forced myself to stare back. “Goop from a monster, yes,” I said, my voice cracking with every word I forced out.
He was terrifying when he was angry. 
“I didn’t bring
her anywhere. She walked into it,” Gwyn said. 
“Oh, she just happened to be walking around the most deserted parts of Brooklyn and she just tripped over you? Where were you? Why the hell did you block me?” Asher said. His eyes moved away from me and bored into Gwyn. “Because don’t tell me you did this in the city. If you were that stupid—why do you refuse to listen? Is she hurt? Did she almost die because of you?” He stepped closer, his voice rising. I pressed against the white wall behind me, thankful his temper wasn’t directed at me, but holy hell, it hurt. 
“No! Look at her, she’s fine,” Gwyn said, barely sparing me a glance before continuing, “Of course it wasn’t in the city! God Ash, you think I’m so stupid, all the time. For once, I wanted to show you that I don’t always have to be the one in the background. I’m just as strong as you.” This time, it was she who stepped closer to him, facing him down. “Just as clever. You had no idea. The boy who knows everything had no idea what I was doing—for once. For once I got to think for myself.”
Asher had become so stiff with anger that waves of it were coming off him, and I had to force myself not to turn and run far, far away from that predatory gaze. 
“And that, right there,” he said, his voice deadly quiet, “is why I always put you in the background.”
“How dare—”
“Keep this up, you’re going to die, and take us all with you.” He paused for only a second before his voice rose up again, this time cracking underneath the strain. “I can’t protect you when you do this!”
“I actually go there to think,” I offered up in a small attempt to both defend Gwyn and remind them I was still here. I didn’t really like the girl, but I wasn’t going to watch her get in trouble because of a misconception. “I wasn’t lured anywhere,” I added, trying not to cower in fear. The room had become thick with tension, and those stone eyes of theirs were just as scary when they were directed at each other and not at me. 
Asher glanced at me, his eyes turning tender as he took me in and assessed the damage. “You’re not hurt,” he said to me, not as a question, but more as a reassurance to himself.
I shook my head slowly, my eyes never leaving his. 
“Good.” He turned back to Gwyn, his eyes soft now, and hurt. “Don’t make me have to live with your death, Gwyn.” 
Gwyn trembled, but only I caught it with my heightened senses. The energy around her wavered like a cloud, but only slightly. “I just wanted to prove to you that I could do it. That I don’t need you constantly in front of me, blocking me.”
Her voice was no longer as strong, her stature no longer as confident. She had deflated under his words. “I didn’t mean to worry you.”
His eyes flattened. “Right. Because it never occurred to you that I’m your brother and it would kill me if something happened to you.” 
Anger forgotten, he finally looked back at me, the electric charge rushing through me like a flowing river as he calmed down. “You sure you’re okay?” He looked like he wanted to step in front of me and pat me down, searching for injuries. In that instant, I just wanted him to cup my face, to feel his hands on me, to feel those lips touch my own. I would be safe then, wouldn’t I? Safe with him, just like before, when he held me tight. 
My body jerked, only slightly, but enough to remind me that she was in there, glowering. He is not safe.  
His face became worried at my continued silence. In his mind, I must have just faced a monster of my nightmares, never before encountering a creature of such supernatural, disgusting deadliness that I should be hysterical right now.  
They know more about you than you think, she whispered in my head. 
Yes, I acknowledged. Yes, they definitely do.  
“Emily,” he said, his voice warm as he said my name. 
Gwyn stared at him hard, flicking her gaze at me before zeroing back on him. “I blacked out, Ash. She says she…wounded it.” 
Her voice had changed when she said those words. Hardened. I finally remembered what she had been saying when I was curled up in the bed upstairs so many nights ago, weak and afraid. 
We don’t even know what she is…
“Not many people would have done that.” He cocked his head slightly. “That was pretty brave.”
I decided to nod in agreement, unsure of how to react under Asher’s very sexy but very alert scrutiny. “Yes. I was walking. I like to walk a little in the evening before work, and she was on the ground screaming. I just reacted.”          
I wanted to melt under the softness of his gaze, but I couldn’t ignore the steel underneath. He was watching. He was considering. I had to be careful. 
“Like I said, I just reacted. She was in trouble.” I paused and took a deep breath, taking the next step. “What the hell is going on?”
I couldn’t help but think that we were regarding each other like two panthers in the jungle; a sleek, quiet observance of each other, both ready to leap if the other even slightly twitched. 
Watch him, she whispered. 
Gwyn was certainly watching me, her mind whirring like a machine as she glanced back and forth between Asher and I, all of us standing in a triangle in the middle of the room.
Asher finally spoke. “I’m sorry you were put into that position, that you had to see that. It must’ve been…yeah, I’m sure you have questions.”
I wasn’t sure if he was patronizing me or if he actually meant it. With Asher, it was impossible to tell what he was feeling by the tone of his voice. One minute he was cold as ice, and the next, I was melting under the heat of him. It was all so carefully controlled. 
“It was the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen,” I said. “I hope to never come across one of those again.”
“Do you understand what that was?” Asher asked me, his gaze seeming to bore deep into my soul. The dark flame twisted and curled, her heat unfurling gently at my center. 
“I understand that something’s going on this city.” I paused, remembering. “Was that what you meant at the park? When you said this city was trouble?”
“Oh, you two had a little pow-wow in the park, did you?” Gwyn asked. She raised a brow at Asher.
“Yes,” Asher said as he continued to look at me. Gwyn crossed her arms over her chest, miffed at being ignored. 
“There are more,” I said, my gaze never leaving Asher’s. 
“Yes.”
“Am I in danger?” I couldn’t help but ask. I wanted so badly to tell Asher what I knew, to compare our facts, to ask him what I was, but my throat was unable to work. I scowled, thinking it was her preventing me from speaking, but no, it was my own instincts warning me against such a snap decision. 
Asher’ s mouth tightened, his only tell of emotion. “It’s seen you. You hurt it. It’ll come after you.”
I finally broke my gaze from Asher’s, looking down. No, it won’t come after me. I killed it, I wanted to say, but again, stopped myself. 
“What are they?” I asked instead, even though I knew the answer. 
“Monsters,” Asher said, his voice flat. 
“But…where do they come from? And what do they want?” I made my voice rise higher, as if in panic, trying desperately to be the scared, innocent girl that they expected. Or at least I hoped they expected. Gwyn wouldn’t stop staring at me. It was throwing me off, unnerving me. My instincts were screaming at me to leave this apartment, but with answers so close, how could I? 
“They came to take over, of course,” Gwyn said, her voice patronizing. “And we came here to stop them.”
I couldn’t help my eyes from flickering, and shot my gaze back downward in an attempt to prevent them from seeing the flaring gold in my eyes. I want to stop them. 
“It didn’t look like Gwyn was stopping anything,” I said instead. 
My tactic worked. “I had it under control,” Gwyn said. “You shouldn’t have even been there. You shouldn’t even know these things.”
“But I do,” I said, looking back up at her, even dared to step closer to her. “I was in the right place at the right time, and I saved your life. What exactly can you do about that now?”
“That’s easy,” Gwyn said softly as she leaned back against the table. Her eyes never left mine when she continued, “We’re going to kill you.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
At Gwyn’s threat, the dark flame roared to life inside me and I battled desperately to temper it. 
“Humans can’t know what’s happening. It’s our job to maintain the balance,” Gwyn continued, as if she hadn’t just threatened my life.  “And now here you are, with your questions and your panic. If it were up to me, I would have killed you the second you came within my radar. There is something about you, Emily, that’s upsetting the balance.” 
I was fuming because of her words, but outwardly didn’t show any emotion. I had to call upon whatever acting talent I possessed in order to look panicked when I cried, “But I didn’t do anything to you! I don’t even know what’s happening!”
I couldn’t help but feel the truth in those words. “You two have come into my home, where I live, and act like you own it. I saw a—monster—with my own eyes, and you’re telling me that there are more of them, that this whole city is in danger. And you’re focusing your attention on me? Something tells me your thoughts are better directed at something more pressing.” 
“Oh calm down, girl,” Gwyn said, as if scolding a small child. “I said if it were me I would do those things, but unfortunately, it’s not up to me. Asher here is refusing to allow anything to happen to you.”
I blinked, pushing down my fury and the sharp panic at the thought that Gwyn could be catching on to me. “Is that true?” I said softly to Asher. 
“Yes.” His jaw clenched, either in anger at Gwyn’s outburst or at the fact that Gwyn had just spewed forth information that I wasn’t supposed to know, I wasn’t sure. All that I did know was that Asher was protecting me.  My stomach flipped. 
“She’s right, though. There’s something about you,” Asher said. “A…strength. I’m not sure what to do with you.”
On this point, our minds finally met. “Me neither.”
“We’re not going to hurt you,” Asher said. He glanced at Gwyn. “And that’s the end of it.”  
“What is it that you do?” I asked.
Were they good? Evil? Did they actually kill humans? I had the sudden wish that Derek were beside me. He’d know the right questions, the right actions to take. He’d know how to get answers. 
“We definitely
can’t tell you that,” Gwyn said, moving into my line of vision. “Then Asher would have no choice but to kill you.”
I saw the muscles in Asher’s jaw tighten once again, but he didn’t refute Gwyn’s statement. 
“You’ll just have to trust me,” Asher said instead. “We’re here to help.”
“Just stay out of the way.” Gwyn ran her hand through her hair, grimacing when she realized she was still covered in clear slime. That in turn reminded me that I’d been standing here, a sopping, blackened mess this whole time. I’d been so focused on Asher that it hadn’t even occurred to me that I looked like a squished bug on the Benedict’s very beautiful hardwood floors. But then again, what danger could such a gooey person pose? Gwyn’s stare was no longer as considering when she looked at me. She was back to being confident, her threat toward me putting her back on even playing ground, and she liked it. 
“I gotta get this crap off me,” she said, staring at her hand in disgust. She walked out of the room and down the single hallway without another word, almost brushing against me when she walked past. I stepped back, hoping I looked intimidated by her instead of fearful of touching her skin. I saw her the side of her mouth quirk up, and knew I’d succeeded.  
Asher watched her go, his expression once again unreadable, then turned back to me. “She’s angry I’ve let you know anything at all.”
 “Why have you?”
“You’re different,” he said. He stepped closer, the electricity popping against my skin. Didn’t he feel it, too? I couldn’t tell. He was just so very controlled.  “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like you. I’ve met a lot of people in my life. But no one like you.”
I wanted so desperately to raise my hand and rest it on his chest, lean in close, and rest my head on his shoulder. For once, the darkness inside me had stilled, its flames banked against my own blaze of longing. Yet, I didn’t even lift a finger. Sadness overwhelmed me, a sadness so deep that I had to control tears from escaping my eyes. For I knew, as much as I was starting to know my own darkness, that I could never touch him without putting my life in danger.
 “You look so sad,” he whispered, his lips only a breath away from mine. My skin pulsed with an unseen charge, his body like a magnet to my own. I had to control my breaths, stay still. Stay close.
 He started to raise his hand, cupping the air as he brought it to my face. 
I leaned back slowly so as not to alert him, avoiding his touch even though I yearned for it. 
“I’ve been through a lot today. I should probably go home, get cleaned up.” I was trembling inside and prayed he didn’t see it. “Explain to my boss why I didn’t show up to work. Oh—not actually explain, I mean. I’m not planning on telling her about all this stuff. These d—monsters.” I was babbling again, but I couldn’t seem to stop it. 
He nodded and stepped away. I blinked, shivering as he took the heat of the electric charge with him. 
“You can’t go in the subway looking like that. Let me get the car, I’ll drive you home.”
I turned for the door, realizing I was pressed up against the wall. I peeled myself off it with as much grace as I could muster. 
“Okay. Thank you.”
As much as I needed to get away from him before I betrayed myself, I couldn’t go back out looking like this, and most especially smelling
like this. Any demon would instantly know what it was, and I didn’t want that type of confrontation right now. I especially didn’t want to face anything down on the crowded streets of the nighttime West Village crowd.
“Wait at the bottom of the stairs. You’ll see me drive up.”
He opened the door, disappearing after taking one last look at me. I followed behind, taking the steps delicately so as not to spread any more guck on the very expensive-looking refurbished staircase than I had to. 
What he had done was not lost on me. Whatever these two were, if they were part of the Trine or had formed their own small alliance against the demons, they were serious. I had no doubt Gwyn would kill me as soon as she saw her chance. She was a hardened soul—they both were—but Gwyn was more outwardly violent than Asher, and she didn’t think I deserved to know what she knew. She didn’t like that I’d become part of her secretive world. 
These last few weeks had made my world take on a gruesome meaning, and I had no doubts of Gwyn’s ability to hand out death, pretty exterior or not. Everyone was suspicious to me now, everything a danger. 
But Asher, he exuded more of a controlled, icy fierceness, though I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that Asher was the less dangerous of the two. I was suddenly happy and relieved that he was on my side.
At least for now.  
Five minutes later, I heard Asher’s black pick-up drive up, and I sprinted out, not wanting to draw any more stares. My movements were stiff due to the drying, crusted over black sludge all over my clothes and body and I cringed as I re-entered the car, the passenger seat long ago covered in the same substance. 
“Sorry,” I said as I buckled my seatbelt. “I can pay for the car cleaning or something.”
“Don’t even worry about it,” he said, his eyes back on the road. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”
“Okay as I can be.”
“I know.” We paused at a red light, and he looked over at me. “But you have to understand. The less you know, the better. For you.” Pause. “My world is…dangerous.”
I turned to look out my window, tracing random patterns on the chilled glass. My heated skin steamed slightly against it and I shot my hand back down to my lap, hoping he didn’t see. “Do you actually kill people?” I asked, hoping for the distraction. 
The car started forward again, turning smoothly onto 6th Avenue. “My world’s also a secret,” he said, staring straight ahead. 
Clearly, I thought. I stared at his arms as his hands rested on the wheel, trying to make out the tattoed images, black mixing with colors of red, green and blue as they spiraled over his skin. I could see lettering, but it blended so smoothly with the rest of his tattoos that I couldn’t understand what any of it meant. 
After a few beats of silence, I decided to voice what had been a source of conflict for me for so long. I couldn’t tell him the truth, but I could tell him this. 
“There’s no such thing as good versus evil, is there?”
His brows drew together and he frowned, still staring straight, watching the cars honk and merge in front of him. “There’s a line that’s drawn, one side versus the other. We all do what we have to in order to survive.”
“Which includes killing people. Innocent people.”
He probably thought my accusation was directed solely at him, and if only I could tell him it wasn’t. I was involved in this, too. I was good, but evil. Rob. The girl. The cop. All three of them were a constant mantra in my head. 
“There’s a balance that has to be maintained. If people knew what we were, what we really were, it’d be catastrophic. Chaos. Look at them.”
He tipped his chin to the crowds of people on the sidewalk, talking and laughing as they passed the storefronts. I focused on a couple holding hands, the girl leaning her head on the boy’s shoulder as they crossed the street. Someone dropped a coffee cup on the ground and a person behind him picked it up and threw it in the trashcan on the corner. 
“They’re like this because they don’t know. They’re blissful. Happy.”
I had to concede his point, but still, the truth nagged at me. “You think they don’t deserve to know? That they’re surrounded by monsters, that they’re prey?” I watched a few young kids dodge through the crowds, chasing each other and laughing. I saw the glint of red in one kid’s eyes as he followed the others. “They should know they’re in danger.”
“What good would it do?” He asked, bitter now. “It’s been this way for centuries. It’s been maintained for hundreds of years. Like I said, a balance has been created.” We stopped again at a light, so he was able to turn to me. “Don’t upset it, Emily.”
I kept my eyes on him, the gold warm but banked underneath the blue. “I’m just trying to understand.”
“I’m no hero.” 
He sounded so sad. Again, my fingers itched to touch him, but I slammed my other hand over them, keeping them in place. 
“Understand that I’ll keep you safe,” he continued, his voice quiet. “I won’t let anything hurt you.”
But who’s going to protect people from me? I wanted to ask. 
“Just please, don’t push for answers. I don’t—” He stopped, frustrated. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
My hand hovered close to his as it clutched the gearshift and I looked down, shocked that my body had made moves to touch him without me even noticing. I clenched my hand and pulled it back, feeling empty. 
“This is my street,” I said softly, looking through my window. “You can just drop me off here.”
He pulled the car on the corner of Second Avenue, and I slid out, wincing as I peeled my skin off the leather. I stood outside the car, holding the door open as I looked back at him, holding his gaze. 
“Thank you,” I said. 
He nodded, his left hand tight against the steering wheel as he leaned towards me. “Be careful, Emily.”
I gave him a quick smile. “I’m always careful,” I said before I shut the door and turned, my electric connection with him fading the farther I walked away from him. 
I heard him drive away behind me, but I didn’t look back. I didn’t wave. 
It hurt to keep looking at him. 
 
***
 
The next two weeks passed by in a restless blur. I remained strong and in control during the passing days, even though the darkness ricocheted against me in agitation. Due to the power coursing through me from the last demon, I was able to temper her for now. While Derek still remained absent, I took it upon myself to continue testing my strengths and weaknesses on my own. I was surprised and pleased to find that my energy wasn’t leaking out of me as quickly. I was able to hold it for much longer periods of time. In those two weeks, I didn’t need to find another demon, and was able to rest easy with the relief that I didn’t have to kill anyone in order to survive. 
I was so absorbed in testing my newfound physical and mental abilities that I didn’t even realize that Liz and Amanda’s party was now upon me, meaning I couldn’t avoid Macy any longer. She had sensed my distress and kept herself separate from me for the past few weeks, which made me both thankful and hurt. I was determined not to bring Macy into my dark world, but at the same time, I missed her so desperately that tears brimmed in my eyes every time I glanced at her in the coffee shop. Due to my abysmal presence, she had become closer to Liz and Amanda, the three of them constantly putting their heads together in deep discussion, and that caused me to worry about her. I hated that she was getting close to them and farther away from me.
I awoke the morning of the party cold and shaking, with no sunshine greeting me through my windows. The dreary day matched my mood. Clouds had formed overnight, gray, somber and silent as they stubbornly blocked the sun from reaching its rays into my apartment. 
I didn’t sleep well, either. When I did manage to fall asleep, it felt like mere seconds, the dream stirring the emotions inside me like a boiling pot over an open flame, and I was wrenched awake, sobbing and confused. 
The dream was becoming worse. I was remembering it more clearly with each night that passed, its haunting pain remaining with me now, joining the dark flame in their possession of me. My body buzzed with power that begged to be let loose. I knew I would feel some relief, if only I would allow this energy to exit my body, but I didn’t know how. I was like a guitar string pulled much too tight. At any minute, I was going to snap. 
I rose out of bed, my body still graceful in its silent movements despite the humming power underneath, and dressed in my usual loose blouse and jeans.
As for the twins, I’d been avoiding them at all costs. Despite my inexplicable draw to Asher, I remained at a distance, so conflicted with myself that I couldn’t approach him without risking danger. He was a part of this somehow; he knew about my world and the dark creatures that lurked within it. To add to my frustration and unease, he knew a lot more about this world than I did, and I couldn’t risk being the weaker one when it came to those two. He already made me weak enough. I had to know more before I approached them again.
They seemed happy to keep me at a distance as well. Asher would talk to me politely when he grabbed a coffee, but he would never go any further with his conversations. His eyes would shut off and constantly avoided mine, as if I had inadvertently flipped off an internal power switch within him, and I couldn’t help but feel an empty ache because of it. I missed his eyes on me. I missed his contemplation of me. Even though he unnerved me, I felt something good, something positive and pure when I had his attention and became caught underneath his gaze. With that feeling taken away from me, I felt lost, like I had a phantom limb that would never become real matter how much I tried. 
Follow him, she whispered within me. See for your own eyes. 
I pondered the thought. Gwyn and Asher’s warning was still clear in my mind, but if these past few weeks had taught me anything, it was that I needed to look out for myself. I needed to test my abilities, push my boundaries, in order to fully understand myself. 
And I moved silently now. 
I could potentially shadow Asher and Gwyn without them being any the wiser. The idea was becoming more seductive the more I thought about it. There was no Derek for me to learn from anymore. I was out for myself, and I needed to understand what I was dealing with. Were they part of Trine? If they were, where was the third? I’d only ever seen the two of them, so quiet and reclusive whenever they were near. And then there was the big question, the one that nagged at the back of my mind, always floating to the surface, making me think. Was the third…could it possibly be me?  
I had to find out.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
With my decision made to find out more about Gwyn and Asher despite their very real, very potent threats, on the morning of Liz’s party, I pulled myself out of bed and headed to the shower. Luckily, Macy hadn’t completely dismissed me despite my recent absence, and she would be coming over today so we could both get ready for the party together. She even clapped her hands with glee when I mentioned to her yesterday that I wanted her to come by. 
“Oh Ems, I thought you’d never ask!” she said, fluttering her eyes at me over the coffee counter. “I would love to go to the party with you! But there is one thing—we don’t really know each other anymore, so am I safe with you? Should you meet my parents first?”
I knew she was just playing around with me, but I didn’t have to look hard to detect the hurt underneath. Guilt squirmed like slippery worms in my stomach as I smiled at her. “I promise I’ll make a good impression.”
She returned my smile, forgiving my nonexistence in her life as of late. I counted myself lucky to have such a genuine, true friend. 
Macy being Macy, while she had been coming up with her own costume, she had also been mischievously creating mine. I think she knew deep down that I would attempt to duck out of going to the party, if I even went in the first place. In an obvious attempt to preempt my planned escape, Macy declared herself the sole member of my ‘Glam Squad’ and, as such, she decreed that I would be forced into a dress and wrangled over to the party, “even if I have to roll you up in carpet and drag you there.” To add to my growing unease, Macy refused to tell me what she’d chosen. 
“I’m not telling you until the dress is glued to your body,” she said, but softened at my panicked look. “You’ll like it, I promise. No corpse bride for you.”
I decided to relax a little bit before Macy came over. The hot spray of the shower soothed my muscles, and I realized that it had felt like a very long time since I had actually had a calm, normal morning. With that realization came the instant panging need to have that normalcy back. I wasn’t going to last much longer if I didn’t at least try to relax and bring back a regular routine in my life.  
It turned out that relaxation in thought was a lot easier than in practice. I was much too jittery and any efforts to nap, read, or even halfheartedly exercise. I eventually found the solution to calm my jittery nerves by beginning to clean. I shot through the apartment with inhuman speed, comfortable to let loose, energy pulsing off of me in waves as I buffed the wooden floors, dusted the tables and shelves, and even wiped down each window. Once finished, I didn’t even have to take a moment to catch my breath. I looked around, taking note of the gleaming countertops and dust-free furniture, and smiled at a job well done. 
By the time I had finished my enthusiastic scrubbing, dusting and washing, taken a quick walk around the East Village and run up and down the five flights to my apartment three times, it was already four o’clock and Macy was going to be here any second. I headed to the bathroom mirror in order inspect myself and wash off any residual dust bunnies on my skin, and was happy to see that my energetic day had caused my skin to glow with a delicate golden sheen, but otherwise, I looked pretty normal—just a better version of the usual unkempt Emily that Macy knew and loved. The physical changes had dulled somewhat due to my expending of energy, which is exactly what I was hoping for. I was confident that my dulled powers could fly under every demon’s radar tonight, and most especially, Asher and Gwyn’s. 
The darkness snapped irritably to get my attention. 
Ignoring the sharp sting and the instant stomach pain that followed, I began to wash my face just as I heard the sound of the buzzer. 
“Ems!” Macy said once I opened the door, breathless, her arms laden with gowns and what looked suspiciously like multiple pink cosmetic bags. “Good god, help me. Those stairs…this stuff. I’ve died.” She fell into the apartment. “You’re looking at the Ghost of Macy Past right now.”
“What, that was hard?” I asked her, laughing as I helped her with her bundle of clothing. “You should’ve texted. I would have come down and helped.”
“Well, I can never be too sure of you these days.” She walked over and dumped the clothing and bags on the bed before sighing heavily and melting down beside the pile. “Seriously, I’m pooped. I was just at the Upper West Side with Liz and Amanda. They freaking rented out a ballroom in a hotel. Went all out with the decorations. You’re going to die when you see the place.”
I nodded as enthusiastically as I could and made room for myself on the bed. “I know you guys worked hard.”
Unable to resist temptation any longer, I began poking through the clothes that Macy had brought over. “So, what’s my outfit? Dead prom queen?”
“Oh!” 
Feeling less tired now that she had the business of beauty to attend to, Macy jumped back up to her feet and sifted through the glittery pile. “I told you I wasn’t going to make you a corpse or anything that would otherwise be seen as awesomely gory. I saw the look on your face when I mentioned being a dead lady in a fancy ball gown.”
Her face flickered with an emotion I couldn’t place, but before I could study her further, she continued, “So, I thought of the next best thing.”
She held up what originally looked like a white satin strapless dress. Gold trimming had been added along the bust and circled into an empire waist. The embellishments glittered softly in the lamplight as Macy moved the dress back and forth in her hands. I held out my own hand to feel the soft, cool fabric glide between my fingers when I saw that Macy had dipped the bottom of the gown in scarlet dye, giving it a dark, blood-red gleam that blended into the white of the gown, the color rising up like smoke in hazy, curling tendrils. 
I couldn’t help but be confused. “Macy, it’s beautiful, but…I don’t know what it is.”
She smiled at me in amusement before saying, “It was the best I could think of for you.”
Before speaking further, she turned back to the couch and began searching through one of her pink cosmetic bags, her face pinched in concentration until she found what she was looking for. She pulled it out and held it out to me.  
“It’s a pomegranate,” she said, mistaking my look of wonder for confusion. “For Persephone.”
Pushed forward by my silence, she continued her explanation, her nervousness apparent. “I read all about her in my Mythology class. She reminded me of you, somehow.” Macy paused, and in her eyes I saw a look of such deep understanding towards me that I remained frozen silent. 
“And hey, she is Queen of the Underworld, right? So it goes perfectly with the Dark Masquerade.” 
“Macy, I don’t know what to say,” I managed to get out, my throat tight with emotion. “I can’t believe you thought of this.”
A girl, sucked into the black depths against her will, pushed to turn into something she couldn’t control, before finally accepting what she was: a Queen who loved her King, a woman who accepted her darkness as well as her light. 
Macy’s understanding of me went deeper than I could ever have fathomed.            
I pictured her the past few weeks, filing Persephone away and researching her story in detail in order to create the perfect dress for me, all the while without me at her side. Feelings of guilt and love swelled up in me while I looked at her as she stood in front of me, holding out a gown that was absolutely, utterly made for me.
“Emily, I know you’ve been through something. Something dark,” Macy said, her eyes lowered as she looked at me. “You don’t have to talk about it,” she added as soon as she registered the stiff look on my face, “You don’t ever have to talk about your past with me. But I get you, okay? I understand you, and I’m always here for you. I really want you to know that.”
I had to look away in order to hide my brimming tears. I didn’t deserve her. I truly didn’t deserve her. 
“Thank you,” I said, fighting off the tears enough to meet her gaze. I cleared my throat before repeating, “Thank you.”
“Well,” Macy said, clearing her own throat of the thick emotion, “let’s see if this actually fits you. And here,” Macy pulled something gold out of her bag, and I saw that it was a barrette with delicate golden leaves trailing along the edges. Macy handed it to me, and I held the delicate gold with both hands. 
“To represent the lighter part of her, you know? To represent her mother.”
My stomach twisted at her words, and I had to battle to continue looking calm and cheerful on the outside. To cover my emotion, I took the costume from Macy’s hands and rushed to my bathroom, not really needing to change in private but requiring that privacy to give me time to get my wave of emotions under control. 
Once I had reached the bathroom and shut the door quietly, I slipped into the dress, goose bumps pimpling my flesh as the cool fabric caressed my heated skin. The dress ended up fitting like a glove, and my chest slowly unclenched as I looked into the mirror and leveled my gaze at my reflection. I rested the headpiece gently around my head, with tendrils of my hair curling softly above and around the glittering gold leaves. Looking in the mirror, I took long, slow breaths, wishing that I could be the normal Emily that Macy knew so we could go back to the way we were, without so much sadness. As I saw the dark flame flicker with gold behind my eyes, I knew with sorrow that it could never happen. 
I can do this, I thought at my reflection. 
I walked out of the bathroom, and Macy gasped in delight. But her face changed into one of concern when she said, “Shoot. I’m not really sure where you’re going to put this pomegranate.”
I had to laugh, and it sounded so foreign on my tongue but felt so good at the same time. “Let’s just stick it in my purse. I’ll pull it out if people get confused and wonder what I am.”
“Oh, people will know,” Macy said as she took me in, her gaze traveling up and down my outfit. “You look…astonishing.”
I didn’t allow her to dwell long on my physical transformation. I changed the subject to her costume, and it worked. Her face transformed into one of sheer determination as we pulled out all of the necessities for her costume. Hers was much more intricate than mine, and it took us at least an hour to get her perfected as what she named herself, “a Dead Lady-in-Waiting.” 
Once she was fully dressed and had finished her ghostly make-up, even I had to raise my brows in approval. She had donned a baby blue gown with white lace trailing along the bottom and on the bust, and I’m sure that in its original state, the dress would have been gorgeous. However, true to her craft and her dedication to ghostly glamour, she had cut strips along the fabric and dotted it with droplets of fake blood and black dye. Her make-up complimented the dirty, bloody dress, as she had put hollows in her cheeks and underneath her eyes and had used white powder over her face, casting her in a pale, deathly glow. She had slashed her lips with bright red lipstick and, once she was finished, I couldn’t help but comment that she was a beautiful dead person. 
“Oh, almost forgot!” she said as we began to head out the door, snapping her fingers and retreating back into her pink cosmetic bags. 
She pulled out two eye-masks, hers in a white Mardi Gras style with a white feather trailing out of one side and eye holes that tilted up like a cat’s. There was a tiny little crevice to fit her nose. She had also taken scissors and black dye to the mask, giving it a grisly gray cast. 
For me, she held out a golden mask cut to resemble curling tendrils of lace. The glittering swirls framed the right eye, cresting down over the cheekbone and curving at the corner of the mouth before rising up and framing the nose. The left side of the mask covered only the brow bone, with the fragile twirls of lace arching up until the last tendril softly framed the temple. It was the most unique mask I had ever seen, and my fingers caressed it as it glowed under my dim apartment lights. 
“Found it on ebay. In true Masquerade style, of course,” she said, smiling before taking my arm and leading me to the door. “Don’t look so forlorn, Ems. Parties are supposed to be fun things. You’re supposed to enjoy yourself. And look,” she dug into her bag one more time, pulling out what looked like straps of gold. “Sandals.”
I laughed with her, and I couldn’t help but hope that she was right, that I would finally be able to be normal and enjoy myself among friends for just one night, and most of all, to finally feel safe. I put the sandals on, the gold straps wrapping around my calves, once again thankful that I had a friend who knew me so well. 
Feeling a brief burst of anticipation, I stood and settled the golden mask onto my eyes and smiled with her as we descended the stairs.
I could only hope.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
By the time we made it to the Upper West Side, Macy for the most part maneuvering her gown around other subway commuters, the hotel ballroom was already crowded with both costumed monsters and real-life demons alike. I had to gasp at the decorations. Macy was right, the place looked eerie and mysterious, and although I had never seen any Dark Masquerade theme before, I thought that this is exactly what it would look like. 
The ballroom had taken on a cavernous feel, with shadows created by perfectly placed spotlights in the corners. White and gray draperies cascaded across the walls, flowing heavily onto the ground and casting their own black shadows across the dance floor. Golden chandeliers decorated the walls and cast the room in a dim glow, with electric candles placed on each table, their soft light flickering as they rested on white and grey tablecloths. The room really had taken on the shadowy, gloomy feel of a ghostly dance and I couldn’t help but give a shiver of dread as I entered into the eerie setting. 
“Wow,” I said to Macy, breaking apart from her slightly in order to let the Phantom of the Opera walk in between us.
“I know, right? I mean, you have to hand it to them, even despite their bitchiness, Amanda and Liz can really pull off a party.”
I did have to agree with her, but I was more relieved over the fact that Macy still found Amanda and Liz to be bitchy and that she hadn’t completely gone over to the dark side without me. And yes, I caught the irony in that thought.
Mood bolstered, I followed Macy through the crowd, unsure where she was going but not really knowing what else to do. I wasn’t surprised when my eyes automatically began scanning the crowd as I followed her through the dim lighting. 
I would have liked to think that I was searching for demons and other potential threats, effectively using my powers for good and keeping these people safe, but no. I was scanning for Asher. 
Despite talking myself out of approaching him these past few weeks and the potential danger he posed to me, I was still compelled to look for him. 
I found him standing to the side, talking to a few other people, and I breathed easier once I saw, with relief, that Gwyn was nowhere around him. Asher was dressed in a dark suit, the exact color of which I couldn’t tell because he was partially obscured in the shadows. Half of his face could be seen in the golden light of the chandeliers and candles, his cheekbone stark while his eyes remained obscured under a hollow of shadow. 
As if he sensed my stare, his eyes flashed up and skimmed over the crowd, locking onto mine. The familiar tingling brushed along my body as I held his gaze. I watched as he extricated himself from his conversation and started to walk over to me. I panicked slightly, knowing that it wasn’t a good idea to get close to him or talk to him, but I was held immobile by his gaze.
“Emily,” he said once he reached me, a mere arm’s length away, so close that I could lift up my hand and touch him if I wanted to. 
“Hi,” I said, finding my voice, pleased when it came out strong. 
“You look beautiful.” He paused, his mouth tilting up slightly in amusement before adding, “I’m not really sure what you are, though.”
I had to smile back.  “Oh, Persephone.” His lips twitched a little at that. “And what are you supposed to be? A guy in a suit?” I asked, feeling a little delight that I was confident enough to tease him. 
He shrugged his shoulders slightly, tipping his chin down at me in acknowledgement of his lack of imagination. “I wasn’t really sure what to dress as for a Dark Masquerade, so I just bought this.” He held up his mask, and I saw that it was a rather disturbing one. What I thought had been a plain, black mask actually turned out to be faded, blackened gold that dropped down to cover his nose and cheeks but left his mouth free. Blue lines resembling veins drifted across the face of his mask, with two wide, tear-shaped eyeholes. 
“That’s…kind of creepy,” I said. 
He laughed. “Isn’t that what the mood is supposed to be? Dark and twisted?”
His description hit a little too close to home for me and I jolted slightly at those words; words that had been following me and haunting me for weeks on end. But even those weighted words couldn’t have shocked me more than the words that followed.
“Would you like to dance?”
“What?” I asked, well before my brain had connected with my mouth. 
He smiled. “You know, dance. I think that’s what they do at these things.”
My eyes darted around the room, taking in all of the swirling gowns and masked monsters that looped and weaved around us, the dim lights casting all of their ghastly faces in shadow. The very fact that such an eerie, gruesome scene surrounded us should have only cemented the foreboding feeling that had enveloped me as soon as I stepped through the doors. I couldn’t dance with him. It was much too dangerous. 
Yet I so badly wanted to. 
“Yes, please. I mean—sure,” I said, flushing with embarrassment. 
My darkness fluttered within me anxiously, and I stumbled slightly with surprise. For once, she wasn’t banging against me in fury, throwing her curled fists of black smoke so they cracked into my ribs and smothered my heart. For the first time, she was actually worried. She quivered around in my stomach like a dying butterfly, sinking down and away, plummeting as deep within me as she could. 
Her strange anxiety caused me to pause and rethink my potentially lethal decision. I was letting my emotions override my senses by entering into Asher’s arms. Yet I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t look away from him. 
He slipped on his mask and held out his hand to lead me to the dance floor, and I smiled with mixed delight and relief when I saw that his hand was gloved. I lifted my hand and curled it into his, making my own decision for once and finally allowing myself to feel like a normal girl who was just asked to dance by her crush. 
He led me right into the thick of the twirling bodies and pulled me close to him, with one hand resting around my shoulders and the other curled around my waist, his face now covered by that unsettling mask. Mist hazed gently around our feet as he led me into a slow dance, holding onto me tight.
My heart leapt with the thought that his face was so close to mine—that if I moved my chin up ever so slightly, I would be within inches of his lips. I couldn’t help but dream about the thought. With the darkness at bay, it was so easy to believe that I could press my cheek against his, that I could tilt my head and his lips would meet mine. 
He seemed to sense my raised emotions, because he pulled away, lifting his gloved hand and settling it under my chin so he could tilt my face up.
“Every part of me tells me to stay away from you,” he whispered. 
I understood his feelings all too well. Breaking my gaze from his, I looked around at the other bodies in an attempt to become mesmerized by the sway of movement, their dancing forms resembling dark crests of waves in a sea of fog. I knew if I kept staring at him, if I remained with his warm arms wrapped around me, that I would tell him everything. 
I so badly wanted to tell him everything. 
Instead, I drifted closer to him and settled my cheek on his chest, swaying with him softly as we joined the dark sea of bodies around us. 
“Maybe you should.”  
His arms tightened around me again as he lowered his head next to mine and whispered in my ear, “Maybe I don’t want to.”
My face filled with torment as I continued to press against his chest. I tightened my own hold on him before I let go and stepped away—away from the feelings he gave me. A cloud of cool mist instantly filled the space between us.   
Despite my tangled thoughts and my conflicted heart, I pasted a smile on my face in order to prevent drawing his suspicion. “A dance like this doesn’t really seem like your style,” I said, observing his stiffened posture and the tightness around his mouth as soon as I stepped back. 
“You’re right about that,” he said. “But I had to come.”
He lowered his gaze and stared carefully at me, his tone quickly changing from warm honey to cold ice, making clear the meaning behind those words. 
“You’re here watching something,” I said, slightly hurt that he was able to shut himself off from me so easily. 
He nodded, his mask making him look faceless, emotionless.  
“But I can’t know,” I continued, voicing his thoughts. “Or else you’ll have to kill me.”
I said it with amusement, but I wasn’t quite able to hide the sadness in my voice. Asher continued to study me, the skin under his lip twitched slightly as he held my gaze. I studied him in return, surprised even a twitch of emotion managed to break through his hardened facade.
“You don’t want to know,” he said, his voice lowering when he added, “But I promised to protect you.” 
The velvet tone made me want to stretch out underneath it languidly like a cat, but I couldn’t ignore the residual tension underlying his words. “I believe you.” 
“Good.” His words were short, but his voice remained soft. “Try to stay out of trouble.”
“Oh, you mean don’t go running after slimy brown globs and throw scraps of metal at them?” I asked, smiling and attempting to brighten his subdued mood. 
He was about to smile back, I was sure of it. His lips were just starting to curve upwards, but he was stopped short. His eyes left mine and narrowed onto something behind me. 
“I have to go. I’m sorry,” he said, glancing at me one more time before walking by me. 
I was initially taken aback by the frost in his gaze, his slate eyes surrounded by two tear-shaped hollows, but I recovered enough to look behind me and follow him with my eyes as he melted into the dancing crowd and navigated through the masks of monsters. 
Awareness that not all of these monsters were actually human coursed through me. There were actually monsters dancing around me, and I was a fool to pretend otherwise. Asher had spotted one—a demon that had distracted him to such an extent that he didn’t even see my eyes blaze with golden fire, because I had felt it too. 
Something powerful was here.  
I searched for Macy, finding her with Liz and Amanda, all dressed in ripped up and bloodied gowns. Macy was laughing through her mask as she held a drink up to her lips. Relieved that she was safe, I turned and began to follow Asher’s path. 
In my haste to find him again, I almost ran head-on into Gwyn, and gave an internal breath of thanks when my heightened senses registered our near contact and stopped abruptly before my skin could hit hers. 
“Emily, nice to see you,” she said without a trace of sincerity in her voice. “Have you seen my brother?”
I had been too busy searching over her head to actually look at her, but her voice caught my attention enough to meet her eyes. I had to smile in delight when I saw what she was wearing: a Corpse Bride costume.  However, I had to admit that while her face was powdered white and droplets of fake blood rimmed her mouth, she still looked beautiful.
“I just saw him. I don’t know where he went, though,” I said, making sure to tell her the almost-truth. I didn’t want her to know that I was looking for him, too. 
Her mouth tightened and she began to glance around, her eyes alert and focused. “Okay.” She walked behind me without another glance in my direction.  
Shit. Now Gwyn was looking for him, too. I had to move quickly. I had to find the demon before Asher did. Before I was forced to reveal what I was, because the darkness had come back with a vengeance after sensing this new demon.
I wasted the next fifteen minutes wandering around the shadowy decorations, peeking into dark corners and breaking through clusters of people, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. It was only when I sat down at a corner table in defeat that I finally thought of what I should have figured out in the beginning.  
I was only using my normal senses. I hadn’t even tried to use the capabilities that I had been refining these past few weeks, and my own stupidity made me want to snort at myself in disgust. There was only one way to find the demon—I would have to reach another agreement with my dark twin, though with the way she was painfully clanging around inside me, I doubted she was feeling reciprocal. 
You want it, too, I reasoned with her. 
Yes. Her voice was so loud in my head that I winced with the pressure of it. 
Yet, I could sense her willingness to at least partially play nice. She wanted the demon just as much as I did—it didn’t matter that our reasons were completely separate. All that mattered was our common goal. 
I took a brief look around to make sure nobody was really paying attention to me, and was happy to see that most were too busy with their spiked drinks and the booming music to even register me. I closed my eyes and breathed in deep, nudging the dark flame and bringing her close enough to the surface for her to track the powerful demon in our midst. 
At first she flickered hotly, and I felt the flames hit my center as she made clear to me her displeasure at being tempered for so long.  But she would come anyway. Even she couldn’t ignore the lure of feasting on such a powerful beast. I felt her curl outwards and upwards, the heat creeping up my neck and flames licking behind my eyes. 
“There you are!”
My eyes snapped open at the sound of Macy’s voice. 
“Ems, you look nice.” Amanda held a drink up to her lips, but I didn’t need to see them to know what kind of smile she was giving. “Super festive.”
“Just catching my breath, Mace,” I said, my face turned away from her. 
“Well, come dance! You look so lonely over here.” She made a move to grab my arm, and because I didn’t expect it, I wasn’t able to move away fast enough. She snapped her hand back as if scalded. “Oh my—Emily, you’re burning up! Do you have a fever?”
“I need some fresh air, probably. Don’t worry.” I got up from the table sharper than I intended, knocking into Macy and almost sending her spiraling to the floor. 
“God, Emily! Don’t break her,” Liz said, grabbing onto Macy. 
I couldn’t let them see me this way. I had already let the darkness loose, and I was stupid to think I could keep her under control. 
“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” I said, meaning every word as I grabbed her arms and steadied her. She looked up at me, meeting my eyes, and I watched as her face flinched back from mine. “Em…your eyes….”
“Jesus, what kind of contacts are those?” It was Liz again, peering over Macy and into my face. 
I let Macy go without responding and flew towards the double doors that would lead me outside. I fought back the sick feeling in my stomach. I wasn’t sure what my eyes looked like, but I hoped I could explain them away the next time I saw them. I didn’t want to have to persuade Macy again, but I would if I had to. 
The darkness saw her chance during my hesitation and thrust forward, knocking me off balance and scorching me from the inside out as I fell against the brick wall. I gritted my teeth through the heat, scrunching my eyes shut as I clashed with her. I didn’t want her to take full control—I just needed enough to find the demon, to find Asher. 
She was in no mood to compromise, and each time I fought back she burned higher, charring me and blackening my very soul. I let out a scream of protest as she roared fire over me and I crumbled weakly to the ground, clawing against her as she blanketed my mind. With a cry of pain and frustration, I was pushed back into my own dark depths, anguish coating my cries as she forced me down, trapping me under her dark, black cloud.  
When I opened my eyes again, I was her.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
My dark twin turned, tipping her head as she searched for the source of the power that had been vibrating against my body ever since my senses picked up the demon. It took her mere moments to locate the source, and I cursed her power and my continued need for her. I couldn’t stop her as she began to trace the trail of energy through the city, walking west as she melded in with the crowds.
The power pulsed louder as we walked down West 46th Street, the trick-or-treater’s that had been running in and out of bodegas long gone. As we passed 11th Avenue, I began to wonder where the hell she was taking me. Buildings and storefronts thinned out the farther west we moved, warehouses and widened streets taking their place. It became windier the closer we got to the Hudson River, my dress billowing out behind me. 
When we reached 12th Avenue, she had taken me farther than I’d ever gone in Manhattan, with only the loading docks, storage facilities and vacant parking lots surrounding me. 
Yet, the pulse of the demon was becoming stronger. 
Where were we? 
If I could have, I would’ve gritted my teeth at the thrumming in my body. There was something different this time, I could feel it, and I knew she could feel it too. 
We had been approaching the Hudson River by walking down West 46th Street, alone on streets as she walked my body to the shipping docks. I watched at the same time she did as we saw a flash of light come from above, illuminating us for a few seconds before disappearing into the shadows. 
The flashing light also lit up the looming structure directly in front of us, so large and imposing that it completely blocked out the horizon. 
I was able to make out the outline as we got closer, but it didn’t make me feel any better. In fact, it made me feel way, way worse. It was the outline of a ship. A big, scary, hulking military ship.
The demon had chosen the U.S.S. Intrepid, an old World War II aircraft carrier, for its attack, a ship now permanently docked as a floating museum, its flat outdoor surface spanning nearly nine football fields long.
The body of the ship tapered down into the water, creating a sharp seam at its bow that looked like a knife cutting into black waters. It was massive, a gray giant standing still in the waters with the Manhattan skyline spiking up behind it. Its enormous surface originally held almost one hundred fighter planes before they took off and warred in the skies above. 
But tonight, that surface was housing an entirely different kind of fighter. 
Curious, my darkness kept moving forward, and it wasn’t long before I heard the thwack of bodies slamming together and the ominous sound of something fluttering against the wind. She crept closer, using the cover of the warehouses to her advantage as she honed in on the demon.
I gasped. 
No matter how many demons I’m faced with, no matter how many I’m forced to see in their true form, I will never get over how horrifying and lethal each and every one of them can be, even from a distance.
This one was circling low in the sky, flying over the cables and spires of the ship, its black wings moving up and down in a slow, curved dance as it studied its prey below. My eyes glimpsed a dark figure, tiny like an ant as he stood on the ship’s platform and looked up into the sky. I didn’t need a closer look to know that it was Asher. 
We need to help him, I whispered through the burning pain as I watched the winged creature’s circles become smaller and lower. 
She remained crouched against the warehouse, refusing to move. I glowered within her. 
We have to move, I tried again. 
Just watch, she whispered back, her mouth—my mouth—twisting up into a smile. And see. 
I was uncomfortable with the fact that my darkness was willing to watch and wait rather than pounce and devour this demon in one fanged gulp. She was up to something, and it never ended up being something positive. 
In one giant leap, she was gripping the hull of the ship, climbing it with ease. It creeped me out, the way she used my body to crawl up like a possessed demonic bug in a dress. Halfway up, she leapt from the hull and onto the wide base of the ship, taking cover behind one of the fighter planes now on display, its exterior painted black as ink and shining like wet gloss under the moonlight. 
I remembered vaguely when I told Macy I’d love to come here and see actual fighter planes of history with my own eyes. Little did I know I’d be seeing one hunched over behind its wheels, the strong smell of rubber assaulting my nostrils as I watched a flying monster dive-bomb an aircraft carrier.  
My darkness forced my gaze back to the present, and she made me watch as the creature dove at Asher with such speed and swiftness that it became a blur as its fanged mouth went for his chest. Asher twisted to the side and raised his arm, managing to knock the demon out of mid-air and send it rolling behind him. Although a part of me knew that he would have to possess that kind of strength in order to face these creatures, I was still shocked at his potent power. 
Asher remained on his feet as he turned just in time for the demon to right itself and fling itself back into him, its glowing yellow eyes bright with fury as it flew towards him. Asher readied himself for another punch, but the demon predicted the action and instead furled its wingspan around Asher, enveloping him before rolling him to the ground and snapping at his face with its teeth. 
No, I thought in agony as I watched Asher thrash against the creature’s wings. I twisted against the darkness, my mind scrabbling to be back in control. Each and every time I fought through the burn, she would stomp on me, sending my soul flying backwards and crashing back into the fire. 
She continued to level her gaze on Asher, unblinking. His mouth twisted into a grimace as he locked his hands around the demon’s neck and began to twist. The demon screeched as it fought against Asher’s grip, its winged arms flailing. I smiled inside. 
But then, somehow, the demon slid out of Asher’s hold.
NO! 
In the next second, the demon opened its mouth wide and sank its teeth into Asher’s neck.
Asher!
My voice sounded thunderous in my own body as I fought like hell to regain control over it. My eyelids flickered open and shut as my darkness fought against me. She was pressing back hard, trying to force me back down into the black hole that I had so often forced her. 
You’re not going to win this time. She snapped back at me with such force that it felt like being whipped with fiery, spiked chains. 
My vision blurred in and out as I fought with her, and I frantically tried to catch a glimpse of Asher, still struggling on the black tarmac. I saw with horror that blood had started pooling around his head. 
Let me OUT!  I used my own fire against hers as I clawed through her grip over my mind. I won’t let him die. I WILL NOT LET HIM DIE. 
He needs to die, she hissed. If you weren’t so blind, you’d understand. 
I was too frantic to answer her. I pummeled invisible fists against her walls and writhed under the pressure of her, twisting, pushing, fighting. Damn it, I needed to fight. 
Asher. Oh god, Asher. 
With a force that I didn’t even know I possessed, I burst through her, my ears popping at the change of pressure and goose bumps covering my flesh as I finally felt the cool wind on my skin. Gasping, I clutched my stomach as sweat broke out over my body and I tried to orient myself back to the present. 
I didn’t expect this; I didn’t expect to beat her. 
She flared furiously against me, but I shoved her down. As my skin cooled, my anger became fear as soon as I was balanced enough to move. I had to save him. I had to save Asher. 
Running with inhuman speed, I used the element of surprise as I launched myself onto the demon, cracking its chin and sending its head flying back with my elbow. I rolled to the side, leaping up to my feet as soon as the force of my launch ebbed away. It glared at me, its feast temporarily forgotten.
The beast’s wings were large and gray, each spanning over ten feet long, but its body, while taught with muscles, was small. Its eyes almost completely covered its entire face and were pressed close together, with nothing but a small wrinkle in the place of a nose, black blood coursing down its wounded, lipless mouth. I couldn’t look away from its face, mesmerized by the hundreds of sharp, small teeth and bright yellow, pupil-less eyes, its head bald and gleaming in the starlight. 
I tried to look brave as it studied me. I tried to absorb that braveness and allow it to drive me. This really would be the first time I would face a demon alone; the first time I would face this demon as me. There would be no darkness to fall back on. Not only was I determined to fight on my own for once, to see what the good side of Emily was capable of, but I also wasn’t stupid enough to let my pissed off dark twin come forward and annihilate everything and everyone. 
I hoped I could distract the demon enough that it would forget about Asher and come crawling towards me instead. 
At the thought of Asher, I looked down, praying that he was still alive. I could see the top of his head over the demon’s wings, relief rushing through me as I saw his head thrash side to side as he attempted to raise his arm to press against the demon’s chest. He was still alive. I focused my attention back on the demon. 
In its sideways movement to keep me in its view, its body was forced to move slightly, its left wing moving back towards its body by only an inch, but it was enough for Asher’s eyes to look over the demon’s winged talons and notice me. 
“Damn it, Emily!” 
I was suddenly unsure who I should be more afraid of: the gargoyle demon in front of me, or the furious human who was now writhing and staring murder at me on the ground. The demon wasn’t about to give me any more time to ponder—it flew towards me, its wings flat against its body and shooting at me with such speed that I couldn’t even blink before it was nearly upon me. Using my honed instincts, I ducked, my hand flying out just as it reached me and latching onto its leg. 
It shrieked as it unfurled its wings and volleyed into the air. I swallowed my rising panic as my hand remained wrapped around its ankle and it brought me to the skies along with it. I wrapped my other hand around its ankle to maintain my grip, and I felt the burn rise up in me.
The mere touch of the demon’s skin on mine was sending my darkness into a hysterical frenzy, and I pushed back against her hard, so hard that I actually felt the pain as she attempted to scratch through me and up into the surface. My face flushed with the heat and the effort that I was expending on her, preventing me from focusing on the dark figure carrying me through the air. 
“Emily!”
Asher’s voice caused me to look down, and a wave of nausea crashed through my stomach as I realized how high I was. The demon still shrieked above me, but it was unable to claw me off. Every time it tried, gravity would take hold and we’d begin to fall. The demon needed its hands to fly, but it also needed to stop the burn. We jerked up and down with the demon’s attempt at both. I gripped my hands tighter around its ankle, refusing to let go. 
Suddenly, I heard the beat of its wings stop, the cool wind stilling around me. My throat filled with dread as the demon started curling its body downwards, and I screamed at it with all of the frustration and war that I had boiling inside me as it dove, the wind peeling back my lips and the ship’s surface flying up at me before I crashed into it with such potent speed that I felt my neck snap as soon as my face boomed into the ground. I was forced to let go of its ankle, my broken body rendered useless. But by some stroke of luck, I remained conscious. 
“Emily!”
I registered Asher running towards me, and I wanted to raise my hand to tell him that I was okay, but I couldn’t. My bones needed time to fuse back together, and until then, I lay prone and vulnerable, a tasty treat for the demon circling and screeching above me. 
The demon had dropped me right at the pointed nose of the space shuttle, but it wasn’t done with me. It swooped down once more, digging its clawed feet into my side and rising up with me still in its grip. I sagged underneath its claws, ripped and bloodied. 
“Jesus, no!”
I was taken over the ship’s railings, and I saw Asher, his face drained of all color as he watched the demon let me go. 
Air lifted up my broken limbs as I fell, the wind rushing into my ears. I let out one final gasp, just before I hit the sharp seam of the ship and my body splashed into the freezing water. 
As the blood flowed around me, my eyes stayed wide and I watched the glittering surface of the water shatter as the demon dove down for me, its jaws open. Its eyes cast two yellow beams on me as I sank, my body lifeless as it chased after me into the frozen, black depths. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
“You are such an idiot.”
I felt pressure against my body as Gwyn’s voice pierced my ears, her hands pumping into my chest over and over. Hard. 
Gasping, sputtering, I smacked her hands away.  Where was I? Where was Asher? Cracking my eyes open took effort, but I did just that, Gwyn’s angry face hovering above me as my broken, wet body lay on the pier below the ship. 
The ship…Asher was up there. 
“N…no...save….him,” I said through my shards of teeth. “Save…”
Gwyn’s damp cheek was almost pressed against the side of my face, her soaking wet black curls covering my eyes and obscuring my view as she covered me from the soaring demon. I desperately tried to move and twist away from her, but my body only twitched in response. 
“I am saving him,” she said into my ear. “By keeping you alive.”
Through her curls, I saw another flash in the sky, almost like lightening as it flooded the ship. With Gwyn in my way, I couldn’t see anything beside, in front or behind me, and I gurgled with frustration. 
“Keep still,” she said.
Groaning as my muscles continued to fuse back together, I could only do as she asked. I just prayed that Asher was okay, that he wasn’t dying on the ship above me, his life draining out of him while I lay helpless and trapped by his sister below him. 
I heard the pained screech of the demon once more, and my ears perked up at the sound. There were sounds of thrashing and grunts of pain as Asher continued to fight the demon, the smell of licorice wafting into my nose as they continued to battle. 
Slowly, I began to move my arms and legs, the pain leaching away as my body healed. My jaw snapped back into place, and I sighed with relief. I wasted no time and started struggling to get Gwyn off me, but she was surprisingly strong. 
“What the hell do you think I meant by lie still?” She pounded her arms hard against the ground, locking me into place. “You’ll get us all killed.”  
The darkness pressed against me, only a weak flicker, yet it taunted me into letting it loose to devouring Gwyn whole. I stamped down on it. I wasn’t going to kill a human. 
The demon squealed once more, this time sounding more like a trapped animal than a circling predator. Curious, I tried to blow Gwyn’s hair out of my face with my mouth, but to no avail. 
In an instant, the squealing stopped, the ship above us blanketing into silence. 
“What happened?” I whispered into Gwyn’s ear. “Where’s Asher?”
In response to my questions she rolled off me, and I gulped in the cool night air, closing my eyes in relief at the feeling it settle on my newly healed but still very wet skin. The sound of hammering feet on metal caused me to snap my eyes back open, and I turned towards the sound. But as soon as I did, I immediately wished that I hadn’t. 
Asher was ripping down the ship’s staircase towards me with a look of such fury on his face that I cringed in response, sitting up but making no unnecessary moves. 
“I told you,” he yelled as he stomped off the ship and and came onto the pier, blood dripping down his cheeks and down his neck, pouring in dark streams across his glistening face, coating his hair. “I warned you to stay away!”
 “You were in trouble!” I yelled back, annoyed that I sounded so weak. I coughed, gurgling up murky water and phlegm before I continued, “That thing was killing you!”
I let him come closer, unable to comprehend that he was bleeding that heavily, that he’d been hurt that badly. He stopped mere inches from where I sat, so close that droplets from his hair hit my face. I flinched, raising a hand to wipe my cheeks. When I pulled my hand back, his blood looked transparent, the color watery and diluted. 
Was he…wet? 
My eyes shot back up to his face. 
“It was not,” he said, growling at me, the whites of his eyes wide with rage. “You are the one who almost killed me. You’re the one who got in the way and almost killed yourself in the process!”
“I wasn’t going to watch you die!” I yelled back, horrified that tears were starting to blur my vision, confused at the implications of his appearance. Both of them saved me?
“Don’t tell me you wouldn’t didn’t do the same for me. Don’t tell me you stood back and watched until all the blood had leaked out of me, until I was devoured by that…that thing. You didn’t,” I continued before he could cut me off. “Just like I didn’t.” 
He clenched his fists. “You have no idea what you’re walking into. You have no idea, and yet you stumble after us anyway with no regard for your life. No regard for our lives.”
I jerked back at that and nearly fell back into the river, feeling deep hurt at his portrayal of me. “I considered your life. I ran over here thinking about nothing but your life, and the fact that I was watching your blood flow out of you. I saw fangs sink into your neck and start to rip you apart.” I realized that my voice had risen to high-pitched yelling and was breaking embarrassingly between words, but I didn’t care. I stood up, trembling but facing him down, my eyes boring into his even as I shook. “For the past few weeks, all I’ve been considering are other people’s lives! You have no idea about me. You have no idea what I’ve been going through—what I’ve gone through! So don’t you stand there and think that you know me.”
I felt like my heart was going to burst out of my chest as we stared each other down, our heaving breaths the only sound in the night.
“All right, enough with this. Enough.”
Gwyn stepped between us and shielded her brother. “You screwed up royally, Emily, even if you refuse to see it. We told you what would happen if you knew about us. We warned you.”
Her arms lifted up, and I widened my eyes. “I’m not here to fight you,” I said to her, my voice shaking. “I don’t want to fight either of you.”
Gwyn’s eyes shone under the moonlight, droplets of water beading and shimmering on her skin, and I had to fight to control the darkness from screaming through me and latching onto her throat.
“How much did she see?” Asher asked behind her, his voice softer as he began to regain control. 
Gwyn cocked her head slightly, acknowledging his question but choosing to remain silent. 
“Gwyn, how much did she see?” he repeated, his tone thick with warning. 
Sighing, Gwyn relaxed her shoulders but didn’t take her eyes off me as she replied, “Nothing. I covered her after you—she saw nothing.”
 Asher hesitated before answering, and I watched as the muscle under his eye twitched ever so slightly. “Then let her go.”
“What?” Gwyn turned sharply to face her brother. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“You heard me,” Asher said as he walked from behind Gwyn and stood in front of me, blocking me from Gwyn. “Let her go.”
“She’s going to get you killed, Asher.” 
I watched as they glowered at each other, neither one giving in. But eventually, Gwyn began to relax her stance. She glared at Asher long and hard before turning sharply on her heel, her footsteps hard as she walked down the pier without another word.  
My body relaxed at her departure, and I took in a deep, silent breath as Asher turned and faced me. My breath caught in my throat and almost choked me as soon as my eyes met the icy silver. 
“Don’t do this again,” he said, unblinking.  
I nodded, meeting his gaze head-on and refusing to look away—refusing to let him see just how much my body was shaking underneath his towering gaze.   
Without another word, Asher turned away from me and began walking in the opposite direction, his body tight with anger. 
I watched him leave. My heart was heavy with sorrow as he melted into the shadow of the ship, but I didn’t regret my actions. 
In the midst of my dangerous world, where I battled monsters both inside myself and out and risked death with each passing minute, I deeply, unequivocally cared for him.  I didn’t want anything to happen to Asher Benedict, and I was going to keep protecting him, no matter how angry he became with me. My stomach clenched as he continued to walk away. 
“I had to save you, Asher,” I whispered to his retreating form. “I couldn’t let you die. Not you.”
I saw his shoulders stiffen, and I realized that he might have heard my words. The old Emily might have been humiliated; she might have flushed with embarrassment over the fact that he had heard her. But the new Emily, the one who was becoming hardened, the one who was turning her soul into shards of steel just like the ship behind her, didn’t flinch. She tipped her chin up in defiance instead. 
“I couldn’t let you die, either,” I could have sworn I heard, his whisper carrying through the night.
Once he was completely out of my sight, I sighed, my body finally sinking onto the pier as my heart fluttered against the walls of my chest like a small, wounded bird. 
“Asher,” I whispered, my breath coming out in a foggy mist as I rested my hands against the smooth ground of the pier. “Why did I have to set my heart on you?”
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
The next few days were a living nightmare. 
The hunger had come back, loud and painful, and I wrestled with the excruciating emptiness every minute of every day. I couldn’t concentrate at work and I had to make frequent trips to the bathroom in order to wipe off the cold sweat and quell my relentless shaking. Macy would constantly look at me with concern, asking me if I was okay, and it was becoming difficult for me to pretend to be fine around her. The effort I was expending maintaining a continual guise of normalcy was an even higher drain on me, and I knew that I had to do something before it got out of control.  
If only Gwyn and Asher weren’t so watchful of me. 
Since the night of Liz and Amanda’s Halloween party, I’d seen Gwyn lurking in every corner, her gaze sharp as she tracked my movements. Her actions could only mean that she suspected something—that maybe she had even felt something when she had saved me from the demon. If I had any thought that her saving my life would make us even with each other, her constant eyeballing of me during every second of every day quickly erased such a notion. 
Her study of me didn’t end once my shift ended at Cream, though she took every advantage of the fact that I was stuck in one spot for most of the day. Every day she took her usual place in the corner, sitting casually, her back resting against the window as she watched me serve coffee while fighting exhaustion. She had textbooks in front of her, but she never looked at them. Just nursed her coffee for hours, lifting it to her lips every now and then, eyeing me over the rim. 
I’d finish work at Cream only to start my shift at Butterfield, and there she’d be, chatting with Ettie over meatloaf and mashed potatoes, her eyes always moving sideways, catching me.   
Those eyes sent a constant tingle down my body, and I felt it every time she looked away and then back again. 
I had a connection with her. I just didn’t know if she had the same connection with me. 
I would also wake up at nights, restless and confused with dreaming, and I would see Gwyn, either sitting on the hood of her car on the street across from my apartment or perched on the fire escape directly across from my apartment windows. She would never bother to hide from me. She wanted me to see her, to know that she was watching me. 
This was a classic case of stalking, harassment, or just plain bullying, and maybe if I were normal, I’d do something about it. But what could I do? Call the police and say “Hey, a girl who fights demons won’t let me out of her sight, and I think it’s because she thinks I’m a demon. And oh wait—I think I actually am one. Either that or I’m an invincible demon Hunter.”
No, I don’t think so. I’d have to figure out another game plan.
Despite seeing Gwyn everywhere, I rarely glimpsed Asher. I could only come to the conclusion that he was avoiding me, and he was doing an exceptional job of it. He didn’t bother to come to Cream
or Butterfield; his twin filled that roll. When I did spot him, it was only for brief periods where he would either be picking Gwyn up in their truck or grabbing take-out from her when she exited Butterfield. The latter sightings of him hurt the most—because if he wasn’t even making the effort to even enter the restaurant, it meant he just didn’t want to come in. He didn’t want to see me. 
I tried to catch his eye only once, and I regretted it instantly. I was walking to the restaurant, my head lowered and deep in thought as I meandered through city crowds, when I felt that instant tingling feeling and my head shot up, searching. I saw him standing beside his pick-up truck, his head snapping in my direction as soon as he sensed I was near. He had looked at me with such smoldering anger that my mouth dropped open with hurt. The look he gave me damaged me, emptied me to the point where I could barely feel my heart beating in my chest. His stare lasted only a few seconds, but it felt like days as my mind registered the cold, arctic thunder in his eyes. I thought I was hallucinating when I saw a brief flash of pain cross his face before he turned away, because when he turned back, his face was blank and indifferent as he stepped into his car.
I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of sobbing, or even crying out his name. I disguised my own face with stone and I turned away from him, too.  
Our stony cat and mouse game continued over the next week. By the following Sunday, I was no longer able to play the game; I had become too weak with hunger. 
Desperate, I invited Macy over on Sunday in order to stay the night and help me with my plans to escape underneath Gwyn’s watch. I had asked Macy to come to my apartment under the cover of approaching dawn so as not to alert my newfound stalker. 
Always up for something out of the ordinary, and usually up until dawn, Macy agreed and true to form, took it to the next level when I saw her standing in my doorway, clad in black leather pants, a tight black halter top, and a black baseball cap under which she had tucked her soft brown curls. 
“Well, you did say I had to be incognito,” she replied in reaction to my startled gaze, tipping her chin up pertly as she walked towards me. 
“You got me there,” I said, moving from my desk where I had been sitting and staring out the window. 
“So, what’s this all about? You want me to go burgle a penthouse or something?” Macy asked as she plopped down onto my bed. 
I faced her as naturally as I could, fighting my shaking body. “Not exactly. I need you to stay here while I go out. I promised Ettie I’d help her bake bread this morning. You know, since I didn’t show up to work last week.”
I felt so bad lying to Macy, especially since she’d forgiven my antics at the Halloween party, only to have to face more lies from me, more secrets. It didn’t matter that she had no idea I was lying. She trusted me, and I kept betraying her. 
She raised a brow in question. “Uh-huh. And what does that have to do with me, exactly?” She leaned back against the pillows, crossing her arms. “I left a really cute bartender for you.” She pointed to her head. “But scored his hat.” 
“Well, I thought that since you were around here anyway, you’d just want to crash here, maybe catch an early breakfast with me when I come back?” My voice went higher at the end of my question. I couldn’t help it. I was stretching the truth, big time. 
“And why do I have to be here for that?”
“Because there’s no way to get you out of bed other than physically dragging you from it.” I grabbed at the excuse, finding my rhythm. “If you were in your dorm, you’d make it impossible for me to get through your homemade barricades.”
“Huh. You might actually have a point.” Macy fiddled with her borrowed hat, tipping it to the side before she stared hard at me. “But you know you’re really weird lately, right?”
“Yeah. I know.”
“Really weird.”
I tensed a little at her tone, grabbing my jacket off the foot of the bed. I tried to laugh. “Weirder than usual, you mean?”
“You’re not meeting Ettie to bake bread. Come on, Ems.” Macy sat up straight again, leaning closer to me. “My bad influence has convinced you to ditch work on many occasions, and you’ve never, ever, wanted to make it up to Ettie by showing up at four in the morning to bake.” She waved a hand at me as she stood up. “You and I both know you’d burn that damn bread within seconds.”
I stayed where I was, unsure what to say. She’d caught me in a lie, now I just needed to figure out where she was going with it. 
“You’ve been so quiet, so closed off. Sneaking around, avoiding me. Withdrawn.” She put her hands on her hips as she studied me. “Looking pale, clearly not paying attention to any make-up tips I’m giving you.” She walked forward and stood in front of me, putting her hands on both my shoulders. “Darling Ems, you forget I’m a psych minor.”
She was almost nose-to-nose with me, grounding me to the floor with her hands. I tried to keep my body still, but I was shaking. “I’m sorry, I know. I can explain…”
“No explanation needed.” She let go and began to walk in a slow circle around me. It seemed that Macy was taking full advantage of her spy clothing. “I already know what it is.”
She stopped suddenly, whipping around before poking a finger into my chest. “You’re puppy-eyed, drooly-mouthed, flush-faced…” She flashed a huge smile before finishing in a sing-song voice, “in luuurve.”
My mouth dropped open. “What?”
“Yep. You’re sneaking off to go meet a boy.”
This time I really did laugh. With relief. “I’m not going to go secretly meet a mysterious boyfriend! Don’t sound so excited. I really am meeting Ettie.”
Macy pouted in disappointment before she fell back onto my bed, interrogation complete. 
“I could have sworn you were going to say you were meeting Asher,” she said.
Hearing his name felt like a punch to my stomach. “Sorry to disappoint you, Mace.”
Sighing elaborately, Macy grabbed a magazine off of my nightstand and began to read. “Fine, fine. I can’t tell if you’re being really boring, or if you’re actually going to go do something really mysterious. But I’ll participate in your little game nonetheless.”
I smiled through the sweat beginning to dampen my brow. “I appreciate it. The room is yours—oh, and make sure you walk by my windows now and again, okay?”
“Sure thing, weirdo,” she said as she flipped a page. 
I waved good-bye and shut my door behind me, creeping down the darkened hallway. Once I descended all five flights, I took a quick peek outside the main door and sure enough, there was Gwyn, perched on the hood of her car as she stared up at my apartment. I counted myself lucky that she wasn’t on the fire escape, looking in as I left. She probably assumed I was sleeping. 
Knowing she couldn’t see me but wanting to do it for my own gratification, I stuck my tongue out at her and flipped her the finger before turning around and sneaking out the backdoor. 
As I exited out into the back alley, dodging piles of trash bags, I was surprised by how cold it was before I remembered that it was now mid-November. Time was moving much too fast for me these days. Clouds cascaded across the sky, creating a dark, starless night, but instead of shivering underneath such black cover, I wanted to make the most of it. 
I wanted to track down some demons. I still needed to kill them; I still needed the darkness. She twittered around inside me in excitement, my deteriorating body vibrating with the need to release her at the same time my mind warned me to keep her in a dark cage, never to be released. My internal conflict was quickly becoming both the bane and the very reason for my survival, and I still had so many questions, even in such a weakened state.   
Derek’s desertion forced me to learn that I could only rely on myself, and I had to start being proactive and stop being a scared little girl, unsure of her abilities and even more afraid of the possibilities. 
Yes, she approved. Finally, she was detecting the strength in me. 
The night settled over me like black velvet as I shifted into the shadows. I jumped a flimsy wooden fence separating the apartment building behind mine. 
I had to shimmy down a thin alley in order to get to 2nd Street, and while I sideways-walked between the two brick walls, looking like a rumpled starfish with my hands and legs spread out for balance, I cursed Gwyn for forcing me into this position. What happened to the days when I could just walk out my front door and kill a demon? 
When I popped out of the alley, I glanced around, seeing no Gwyn in sight. I pictured her still gazing up at my apartment, thinking I was much too stupid to ever try to evade her. 
Well think again, bitch. 
I walked east towards 1st Avenue, feeling the demon energies buzz around me like bees, ripe for the picking. I decided to try and sniff out one of the stronger ones. According to Derek, I had merely been dealing with the lower castes of demons, the weakest of the bunch, save for my brief scuffle with the winged demon that didn’t really teach me anything. If I were to learn anything more at this point, the frailer, punier demons just wouldn’t do.
I still didn’t know what became of the winged demon that had attacked Asher, and I doubted Gwyn or Asher would ever decide to enlighten me. It was yet another question I would have to answer later, when I had gathered enough courage to break through their mental barriers, or even when I had gathered enough knowledge to locate a flaw in those barriers so I could crack them a little.
Tonight, however, just before the early light of dawn, I didn’t want to think about Gwyn anymore. I didn’t want to keep dwelling on Asher. I was only focused on one thing: nourishment. I sorted through my thoughts and put a soft, plush blanket of silence over my internal struggle over Asher and gently stashed him away in the back of my mind. With my mind cleared, I found it easier to separate the demon energies surrounding me, some only barely grazing my radar, while others throbbed strongly against me, the forces almost tangible pinpricks against my skin. 
This time, I slipped easily into the darkness inside me as she came forward, closing my eyes. I sensed her willingness to cooperate, for her feelings were my own as she languished inside me. We were both in deep need of sustenance and survival, despite our divergence with each other. I couldn’t survive without her, nor could she without me. I couldn’t fight against the cold temptation to bring her forward, to allow her to nourish my body. I could no longer avoid what I was. 
Derek had deserted me, Asher had left me empty, and my mother had left me tormented. The darkness was the only one that stayed; she was the only one who understood my anguish. In return, I needed to accept her, to hold her as she held me. 
I needed to embrace the dark. 
I braced against her impact as she veiled my mind, her fingers black tendrils of smoke as they unfurled down my arms and arched my fingers. When my eyes opened, they were once again hers. 
She stretched, appreciating the feel of my skin on hers while I welcomed the burn as she entered my veins and traveled throughout my body.
She understood my need to try with a stronger demon. In fact, she relished the challenge.
Of course, she wasn’t afraid. I walked with her as she glided down the sidewalk, soundlessly, predatorily. I watched as her head moved from side to side, assessing, targeting. This time I felt myself move with her instead of against her, giving into her needs and making them my own. In acceptance, she allowed me to have partial control. We were both working together as we crossed 1st Avenue and continued to Avenue A, the beginning of Alphabet City. We were looking for pockets of danger, and this area would be ripe with it, especially with no sunlight to smooth out the cracked ridges of buildings or illuminate the deep crevices of the streets. 
The unsettled lurked here, troubled minds, possessed souls. It was perfect. 
I felt the power cloak our body at the same time she did. The source was close by, wandering down the same side street we were and observing the one or two darkened boutique windows peppered in with the residences in lazy boredom. 
We walked towards it confidently and without fear, our eyes and legs steady as we walked and targeted. When the demon came within our sights, just before we reached Avenue A, I internally stiffened.
No. 
It was a child.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
She couldn’t have been more than ten years old, her blonde hair cascading in waves across her shoulders and down her back. She had the tiniest pink barrette clipped to the side of her hair, pulling her bangs delicately across her smooth, flawless forehead. She reminded me of a doll, complete with her pretty clothing. She was dressed exactly like a child’s plaything, in a white shirt with frilled cap sleeves and a pink skirt that puffed out at the sides, revealing a delicate line of pink lace at the bottom. On her feet were white Mary Jane shoes, the socks peeking out of them curled with white lace. 
And, of all things to do so early on a Monday morning, even in the city that never sleeps, she was sucking on a bright red lollipop. 
We had drawn her attention, and she looked over at us with indifference, her cheeks pulled in over the lollipop as she regarded us flatly and with eyes no ten-year-old should possess. Eyes I knew all too well.
She walked back up the steps that had led her to a storefront basement nestled just below the sidewalk. “You don’t belong here,” she said, talking through the lollipop in her mouth. 
“Neither do you,” we whispered back, our voice melting in the wind. 
She perked up with interest once we spoke. “I haven’t seen one of your kind before.”
I could feel my body glowing, swaying, though my feet remained steady on the ground. “I am the last thing you will ever come across.”
The child whooped with laughter. “You have no idea who I am, do you?” 
I couldn’t say I did. But the darkness knew. “I can’t wait to devour you.” 
The child’s face changed, her once sweet little gaze morphing into one of angry revulsion, her features almost melting into one another as her skin stretched and popped to reveal two sunken, hollowed out eyes. Two long fangs, like forceps, grew out of her mouth and down her chin. The face on her skin seemed to sink in on itself and dissolve, revealing bloodied strips of white sinew in its place. Yet, despite her horrific, decaying appearance, she remained the same size, her head barely reaching my chest. As much as I wanted to immediately destroy this little demon, the hunger inside me getting stronger the closer I got to my next meal, I had to control myself. 
She’s just a child, I thought. I can’t be responsible for the killing of a child. 
This is no child, the darkness whispered back. 
As if on cue, the child zipped forward, so fast that I didn’t react in time to avoid her hitting my knees with such force that I could feel my bones crunch beneath. 
I howled with pain but my true voice made no sound, as my mouth was no longer my own. The darkness fought against the pain and internally yowled as she snapped back into standing position and shot out my leg, dropkicking the demon child a few feet away. 
Before the child could blink, my darkness was already moving forward, quick as a snake, my hands outstretched and ready to strike. 
The child was ready for me, already on her feet and her mouth wide as she grabbed me by the arm, lifted me up, and slammed me back down to the earth. I moaned silently in pain as the darkness within me lifted up my arm and hurtled my elbow towards the child’s face. I felt the delicate bones crumble under the force. 
She’s just a child! I screamed as the child-demon wailed in agony. 
Do you want to survive? 
Again, I was up on my feet and shot forward to crash against the demon, sending us through the basement storefront window and onto the floor, glass shards and shattered pieces of chinaware covering us as we rolled and fought around the shrapnel. I landed with my foot pressed down on the child-demon’s neck. She was not about to concede however, and latched her little hands around my ankle and twisted it—hard. I felt my tendons pop and snap as she dislocated my ankle and held it firm at an unnatural angle. 
Angered, my dark flame continued to press my dislocated foot down on the child-demon’s neck, the pain practically short-circuiting my mind. In an unexpected defense, the child curled her neck sideways and sank her teeth into the flank of my shin, her fangs piercing the denim easily and hitting bone. 
This time, even my darkness screamed as what felt like hot poison shot from her fangs, ripping through my leg and straight into my heart. Even though every fiber of my being screamed for me not to do it, my body crumbled, my legs pitching forward, and landed on my knees. 
With my heart pounding and my breath hitching with every intake of air, I knew I was in trouble. I could feel my body weakening and atrophying as the poison took hold. I could feel the darkness flailing. 
Falling onto my elbows, I cried out, the fire within me raging against the venom as I felt myself boiling to death from the inside out. 
The child-demon now stood above me, watching my suffering with delight. 
“You were supposed to be much stronger than this,” she observed in her tinkling, youthful voice, though it did nothing to hide the evil lurking underneath. 
“Why…” I said through clenched teeth, “does everyone seem to know what I am but me.”
Despite the pain, I jolted in surprise. I had just spoken. I’d just used my mouth.    
The dark flame was still here, I could feel her, but the pain was too much, even for her. She was no longer fully in control. 
The child-demon laughed again. “I’m afraid that part is essential,” she said. 
Gasping, gulping, trying feebly to draw air into my tightening lungs, I finally looked at her, using the only weapon in my arsenal that I knew that could possibly work, and drew her gaze to mine. 
“Oh no, we can’t have that,” she said, blinking against my stare and promptly kicking me in the face. 
My head flew back, cracking against the tiled ground behind me. Gasping and spitting blood, I attempted to move, only to be met with searing pain. I was paralyzed. 
No, no, no, I thought. I can’t die here. Not yet, not yet… 
I struggled to make my fingers move, to raise my hand, to touch her. I knew I had to touch her. 
My vision began to cloud, my eyes fluttering as they fought to stay open. Dark flame, where have you gone? I wailed inside. You have to come back…
The child-demon saw me weakening and drew closer.
“Oh, this is just too exciting,” she tinkled again, her lips pressing against her fangs. “My victory over you will go down in history!”
She danced. She actually started to gaily trot around me, arms swinging to a tune that only she could hear. In her twisted euphoria, I couldn’t help but observe that she gave new meaning to the term dancing on someone’s grave.
It pissed me off. 
I had to fight this. I had to. I turned my anger at this little child-demon inwards, focusing on the dark flame, finding it through the winding pain, and drawing upon it with everything I had. 
Grow, flame. Burn. Burn brightly. Burn through me. Light me on fire. 
I mentally dragged the darkness forward, sweat beginning to bead all over my body as I used up the last of my energy. I struggled to hold on to the flame as it flickered in its attempt to respond to my demands at the same time the poison was blowing it out. 
And then, when the last of my energy waned, when I could no longer lure it forward, I drew in my last breath while the calm settled over me, silenced me. I tried. I really did. But the draw of painless sleep was so, so tempting. All I had to do was close my eyes and let go. Then I could be free, floating. I could finally feel what it is to rest. Yes…take me…
I don’t think so, dear Emily. 
Roaring fire shot through me just as I began loosening my hold on life, and my eyes shot wide open as my limbs were literally lit with flames, licking under my skin, the curling tendrils igniting my conscious. 
The dark flame was giving me one last chance. 
I used the burst of energy to shoot out my left arm and grab the dancing monster-child by her ankle, hitting skin. 
“Burn, you little brat!” I screamed as the fire shot from me and into her. 
She howled with pain, immediately bending down to claw my hands off her. I used her lack of balance against her and toppled her sideways with my other arm, climbing on top of her and digging my hands into her shoulders. 
The darkness was pushing against me, fighting for control again. I fought with her this time, and hard, but she was so, so strong. As I looked down to lock eyes with the child, what I saw caused me to falter. It was only for a second, but it was all the darkness needed. 
I saw the demon in the child’s eyes, that much was true, but I saw a flicker of the true child underneath, and she stared at me in fear; the poor thing was beside herself with fear. 
She’s a child, I screamed as the darkness began to take over, my teeth already sharpening. We can’t kill a child!
I fought harder, my body in a state of half-monster, half-me, my teeth no longer extending, but my eyes still glowing with the deadly burn. 
She will kill us if we don’t, the darkness said. We must. 
No! I screamed, twisting inside, fighting with my unseen darkness, struggling against her weight but refusing to concede to her. NO!
She skidded against my mental barriers, her black smoke forming into sharp knives that pierced through my mind and ripped into my soul. I pushed back, forcing her down as I desperately searched within me in a panicked attempt to find a solution against her deadly black power. 
Flashing eyes entered my thoughts, the quirk of a mouth, and the warm press of a hand against my forehead.
I wasn’t surprised when a picture of Asher flickered into my mind, his silver eyes staring deeply into my soul; seeing me, feeling me. With my hands still digging tightly into the child’s skin, I focused my thoughts on him, his face pushing me to remember, to hold onto the light.  
Finding it deep within me, farther than even my darkness could reach, I focused on him, and it lit my soul from within, a flash of blinding, searing light. It filtered through my eyes, coating my vision with white as I gave one last, mighty push, forcing the darkness back into her black depths as she clawed and sank back down into the dark recesses of my soul.
The force of the white flash was blinding, and my vision cleared just in time to see the white energy warp within the air around me and heave itself, thick as a brick wall, at the demon. The white light bled through my body and bowled into the demon that been nestling comfortably inside the child. With a flash, the demon shot out of the girl’s body, screaming with anger, and landed in a crouch to my left.
It was as small as the girl, with tiny, bloodied strips of tendon and muscles for limbs and a ghastly, putrefied face. 
“How dare you!” the demon roared at me. 
I let go of the unconscious child’s shoulders and rolled off her. With all the power I had just expended, I could feel the venom overpowering my body. I didn’t have a lot of time. Was I dying? I didn’t know. All I knew was that I refused to die unless I took this repulsive little squirt with me.  
I still needed my strength and skill, my deadly self. I let my mind fold back, allowing the darkness to come forward and finish this demon once and for all. My goal had been reached; the child was safe. I would inquire as to how and revel in my success later. There was no time for that now. 
She flowed through me, angry but still in need of this demon’s vital force just as much as I was. She coiled my body and sprang forth toward the demon, sending my body flying through the air. The demon leapt at me simultaneously and we crashed in mid-air, but my arms managed to wrap around her lean, slippery form and I twisted my head away just enough so her fangs wouldn’t pierce me again. 
In those few seconds it took for us to land, my face had morphed into my dark self, my fangs fully extended and my jaw detached, my vision bright as I sank my teeth into her neck, tasting the licorice tang of black blood and reveling in it. I threw the demon down on the ground and watched her gurgle and struggle as she died. I licked my lips in pleasure as I stared. When she took her last breath, I bent down close. 
“Come to me,” we whispered, the darkness and I now one, and it did. 
The blue smoke trailed up, out of her mouth and into mine, the taste of it overriding all of my senses and melting within me like warm, sweet cream. 
I let out a breath as I finished, the darkness backing up to make room for me, but only slightly. She was stronger now. 
I breathed easily, the venom dissipated and my physical injuries healed from the vital force that nourished me, fortified me. 
The danger now gone, I took the time to look at my surroundings, and cringed in shame. The shop was ruined, of course, and a little girl now lay unconscious beside me. I wasn’t sure how I was going to explain this away. The sky was beginning to lighten, and I heard the motors of vehicles nearby. New York was stretching its limbs, readying for the day. I had to take care of this quickly. 
I stepped out of the broken storefront window, the girl resting peacefully in my arms. I could see I was already too late to sneak away. A middle-aged man stood above me just to my right, gaping at me as I walked up the small staircase and onto the sidewalk. 
“Miss, what do you think you’re doing? Is that child all right? What have you done?”
I met his eyes, the gold in my irises expanding as I dilated his pupils.
“There’s been a break-in,” I explained. “Vandals. And here. This girl fell and is hurt. Help her.”
I gently laid the little girl in his acquiescing arms. “Forget you ever saw me,” I added, and turned and walked off in the other direction, back towards 1st Avenue. 
After I passed a few quiet residences, I paused, turning into a side alley between two buildings and resting my hand against the cool brick as I tried to focus. I had used more energy than usual, but I wasn’t sure I used enough to alter reality and not just the man’s mind. It was unclear to me how to alter reality like Derek said I could, but I had to try. One man’s opinion may not be enough to convince the NYPD that it was only vandalism. After all, I was pretty sure my blood and the demon’s were splattered all over the shattered glass that littered the storefront floor, a jagged jigsaw puzzle left for the police to comb through. At that thought, I reached behind me and picked out a particularly large piece of broken glass that had lodged itself in the small of my back. Cringing, I let it slip out of my hand and fall onto the concrete.
How do I do this? I thought, looking up to the sky as if the clouds could give me the answer. 
Like a flower in bloom, the darkness spread through me, her black petals gliding underneath my skin and sending tingles of power through my body before she whispered the answer. 
Once again, I was a slave to her knowledge—a slave to her power. As much as I hated being the weaker one, I knew I needed her. Sighing, I leaned against the brick wall in heavy defeat as she came forward. 
I relented. Do it. 
She did. My vision went black for only a moment, but it was enough to cause me to panic. Before I could begin to feel true fear, however, my vision came back. I felt a flutter in my stomach, and my arms and legs began to tingle. My body jerked gently, and I watched, fascinated, as a ripple went through the air. It was unlike what I had caused before—that ripple had been a bright, blinding white. This one was more of a rainbow, the type of colors you would see when sunlight hit a crystal prism and flashed bright, multicolored light in all directions. It waved through the air, twisting lazily as it glided above the city. All sound and movement froze for only a second, but my eyes widened at the sight. The clouds halted in the sky, as if hitting an invisible barrier, before they once again began to move north with the wind. The cars moving on 2nd Street jolted to a stop as the rainbow of light cascaded over them before once again motoring forward, the brief break in speed not even affecting the vehicles’ momentum. Almost as quickly as it came, the prism of light evaporated into the crisp autumn air above me, leaving New York City none the wiser.
Did it work? I asked her, my eyes darting between 2nd Street and the alley I was still standing in. Will everyone believe it was just vandalism? Will they ignore the smell of licorice? The black and red bloodstains? 
She flickered her assent.
How? I pushed. How did you do it? 
I was met with silence and sighed. I should have known, of course. The darkness coveted her secrets.  
I pushed off the wall and began walking home, wanting to change my disheveled and torn clothing before Macy or anyone else saw me. Hopefully, Macy was asleep by now, because once she was out, only the sounds of an incoming apocalypse could ever wake her. As much as I accepted I was far from normal, I still had to keep up the pretenses and pretend it was just another normal day. 
Unfortunately, I still had a full day to get through.
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
This demon felt different.
I felt a constant rippling throughout my body, my stomach lurching as if I were on an endless roller coaster, dipping and rising, dipping and rising. My fingers wouldn’t stay still, even when I pressed them hard against my thighs, clamping my fingers so tight that my hands began to tingle from the lack of blood flow. They wouldn’t stop moving. My senses were moving into overdrive, my ears picking up constant conversations, even those conversations in the restaurant next door to Cream. I involuntarily listened in to a girl’s new sexual experiments as she cupped her hot coffee and spoke to her friend in whispers at the back of the coffee shop. But I also heard, to my relief, talk of a recent break-in on 2nd Street and Avenue A. 
I was jittery, wired, and Asher kept glancing over at me in concern at the same time he tried to maintain cold indifference toward me.
Finally, when he reached the front of the line, he asked, “Are you okay?”
I could tell by the look on his face that he was annoyed at himself for even asking. His soft question, however, didn’t match the look of death that he had also directed my way. Why did he even come here, then? If he didn’t want to see me, he could easily avoid me. New York City wasn’t exactly a small town. I frowned. 
“I feel like you’re always asking me if I’m okay,” I said, facing down his glacial stare.
“Because you’re always looking like you’re going to melt down and collapse every second,” he replied, raising his right eyebrow. 
 “Why do you even care?” I asked him. I fiddled with the cash register, but I didn’t look down in time to hide the hurt in my eyes.  
“I don’t know,” he said. He tightened his lips and looked over to where Andrea was making recent orders, a scowl crossing his face as he internally argued with himself. 
I hesitated before saying anything else. He was like a wild animal let loose from his cage, pacing around quietly but ready to leap for the kill at any given opportunity. 
“I hate that you won’t talk to me,” I finally mumbled. 
A flash of emotion that I couldn’t comprehend flickered across his face when he glanced back at me, but before he could say anything else, the woman behind him cleared her throat, looking up from her phone just enough to glare at the two of us. 
“I’ll uh…black coffee,” he said. 
I nodded, avoiding his skin by waving away his dollar bills.
“On the house, really. Consider it my thanks for saving my life. Again.” Sarcasm coated my words. “If you regret it so much, you should probably stop doing it.”
 He gave me one last look before I turned, poured him his coffee and then with shaking hands, handed it to him.  
I stared at the back of Asher’s head as if it were speaking to me while he walked away. That look on his face, it felt so familiar to me. My body stilled as I searched my memories in confusion and tried to place what it was and where I’d seen it before. My mouth parted with shock and despair when I finally remembered where I’d seen that kind of look before: it was how my mother had looked at me before she had said good-bye that one, final time. 
“I’m not able to do this anymore, Honeybee,” she had said, her lower lip trembling. “It is torturing me.”
I could barely hold myself together at the thought that Asher could be thinking of saying good-bye, leaving me behind to…suffer. 
No, I had to be reading too much into this. It was just a look, a wave of emotion lasting for two-seconds tops. Tortured feelings or not, Asher and I had a connection. He felt it, too. Didn’t he? 
“Oh no, are you already having a fight with him?” Macy asked as she trotted over to me, stepping in front of the cranky woman who let out another impatient growl. 
“Could I just get a double-shot soy latte? And vanilla, the sugar free kind. Not the sugar kind.” She leaned over Macy to get my attention, her frown lines creating deep crevices in her bright pink lipstick. 
Macy waited for the woman to depart, and I knew she was studying the woman’s make-up application, silently making a checklist of what not to do when she turned forty. 
As soon as the woman turned, flicking her scarf over her shoulder, Macy directed her attention back at me. “What’s happening between you two?”
“What? Oh, no. We’re fine. I’m just thinking of something,” I said, snapping myself out of it by wiping the counter around the cash register.  
Macy laid her hand across mine, stopping my sharp circles and saying softly, “Ems, don’t get me wrong. I love you for all your quirks, I really do. But you’ve been acting so strange lately.”
“Please don’t ask me if I’m okay.” I looked at her then, my voice breaking. 
Her eyes filled with concern. “Emily, what’s going on? Please, tell me. I’m your best friend. I can help you.”
I shook my head slowly, fighting the tears that wanted to stream down my cheeks. My lower lip trembled, and I looked down, unable to continue seeing her worried look. “I can’t. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
Scrambling now, I turned to the basement door, my back to Macy, effectively shutting out the only person who has ever truly understood me in my entire life and hating every minute of it. 
“Emily, come on. Stop, please!” Macy said behind me. I felt her hand reach for my shoulder as I tried to walk away from her and I snapped back, grabbing her wrist before it touched me and, heaven help me, I snarled at her.
“I said I can’t, Macy. Just stay out of this.”
My heart breaking at the hurt pooling in her eyes, I turned my back on her for the second time, and this time she didn’t say anything. I walked through the basement door with my head down, trying to control the quaking emotion within me, but I stopped midway when I felt a hot, predatory gaze upon me. 
I met Gwyn’s eyes. She chose the lone table in the corner just beside the pick-up counter. She had no drink; she just sat there, her arms crossed in front of her. 
“I have my eye on you, Chaucer,” she said in a low tone that only I could hear. 
I glared at her, but I pushed through the door without engaging her. I had to leave. It didn’t matter I was only halfway through my shift and was possibly jeopardizing my job. There was no way I could maintain my control for another minute in this place. 
I needed to release the frustration boiling inside of me, and fast, before I hurt someone. 
My darkness was begging me to hurt someone.
 
***
 
I headed to the Secret Clubhouse. 
There, I could let loose without giving myself away, zipping around as I tore at broken pieces of wood, throwing cinder blocks and feeling the concrete give way and crunch suppliantly underneath my iron grip. 
My dark self reveled in my misery, twisting and twirling with glee each time I screamed in anger and tore at the surrounding debris in the gymnasium and threw everything I could get my hands on.
The anger I had harbored against myself and my feelings of ineptitude raged forth, the ground beneath my feet literally answering my grief by shuddering in sympathy. 
“Of all things Damos, I leave you for a few weeks, and now all of a sudden you’re the Incredible Hulk?”
I paused just before I was about to hurl the basketball stand, my head snapping towards the familiar voice. 
He took a step back, a trait he seemed to have picked up ever since coming across me. “Emily, your eyes.”
“What about them?” I said, stalking towards him. “Are they exuding a new superpower that I can’t control? Can I now shoot lasers out of them? Is that my next party trick?”
Derek put his hands out in front of him in defense. “Whoa, Emily. Calm down, please.”
“Yes, we wouldn’t want you to run away and desert me again,” I snapped, the large steel basketball stand I was holding crashing to the ground right in front of his feet.             
He jumped back and tried to compose himself as he looked over at me. “No, I’m serious. You really need to calm down. You’re literally causing the ground to shake underneath you, and you’re certainly making a ton of noise, mightily felling sports equipment and destroying textbooks and all of that.”
“Why are you here, anyway?” I asked, facing him, though he remained a cautious fifteen feet away. 
He regarded me carefully. “Your eyes are still glowing that crazy gold-yellow color. Could you possibly temper that so I don’t have to feel like you want to eat me?”
I sighed, the energy suddenly draining out of me as I was once again forced to face my incompetence. “I can’t control it.”
“There now, out it goes. Well done, little one, well done.”
He took a seat on pile of wood I’d ripped in half, delicately seating himself on the smoothest area he could find. “I better not get any ass splinters because of this,” he muttered. 
“Answer me, Derek,” I said to him. “Why are you here? Why have you come back?”
He paused as he sat down, pondering momentarily before answering. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since…that night. Trying to figure out what you are and how it’s possible that you landed at my feet. I still don’t know,” he added, recognizing the eagerness in my face at the thought that he might have found something. “And it caused me to wonder. In all the time you’ve spent with me, you didn’t once try to kill me.”
“Because you’re useful,” I said, my voice flat, emotionless and exhausted. 
“Yes.”
“And I won’t kill you so long as you remain useful.” 
Derek tensed at that, blinking rapidly before he looked down, looking much like the downtrodden puppy that I had felt like with Gwyn. I immediately felt bad. 
“You’ve been helping me, Derek,” I said, softer now as I relented. “I’m not sure what would have happened to me if you hadn’t been around.”
He nodded slowly. “When I left you, I was afraid. Truly afraid. No demon has ever spoken of a species like you. I can’t find you in any of our ancient texts. It’s as if you don’t exist.”
I sighed again, my shoulders sagging and feeling the weight of the world. “I’m struggling, Derek.”
“I know you are, little demon. I know it. And, as much as it would be smart of me to just let you struggle on your own and stay far, far away from you, I feel like it would be more dangerous to leave you by yourself. I would much rather be at your side than have you go all rogue on me.” He eyed the ripped, mangled sports equipment beside him warily. “We need to figure out what you are. I think the preservation of our kind depends on it. And you are my kind,” he said, catching the look of stubborn refusal on my face. “You need to accept that before we can move forward. I saw what you turned into.”
“I’m not evil.” I shook my head, stubbornly ignoring the laughter of the darkness within me.
“Well, you sure are something. We can determine where you fall on the good versus evil scale later. Right now, we need to figure out your purpose.”
“Isn’t that the same thing?” I asked. “My purpose depends on whether I’m meant to be a savior or a killer.”
“It’s rarely as black and white as that. We need to start back at the beginning, when you first started experiencing your changes. And most importantly, Emily, you need to tell me everything.”
I nodded as I fell forward and landed on my knees in defeat, but I was grateful that there was someone, even if it had to be an evil demon, that I could finally tell everything to. I was tired of hiding, of carrying this dark secret inside me and struggling to stay afloat. 
And if I were really to be honest with myself, Derek was probably the only one who could ever truly understand the darkness writhing inside of me. 
I began by telling him about the first demon, Macy’s boyfriend. I told him of the mysterious cold sweat that came over me, the sense of panic and survival washing over me as soon as Rob touched me, and how I felt the burn for the first time. 
“Strange,” Derek said. “There had to be a trigger of sorts. Something must have caused you to all of a sudden start experiencing these symptoms, especially after nineteen years of just being an insignificant but tasty human. Sorry,” he said as soon as he registered my glowing glare, “Let’s file that possibility away for now. Continue.”
I then started to tell him about the second demon, though he knew most of that already since he had come across me literally seconds after I had finished her off. I spoke fast, noticing the boredom in his expression as his eyelids started lowering shut. If demons could have Attention Deficit Disorder, I thought, Derek was a prime candidate. 
“So the third time, it was a giant, gross, brown blob with fangs and tentacles,” I said suddenly, catching his interest again. I left out the fact that I had saved Gwyn, a human, though I doubted Derek would even care that a human was involved. It was just that for some reason, I still wanted to keep Asher and Gwyn a secret. 
“Now, that’s certainly interesting. You caught yourself one of the mid-level demons. A Bogmar. I bet it put up a fight,” he said. 
“Yeah, it did.” I remembered being trapped in the slimy, wet, sucking mass. “But here’s the weird part. There was no human host. It was just… the thing itself.”
Derek’s gaze darkened. “Are you sure about that?”
“Pretty sure. Unless it completely morphed inside of the human and absorbed it or something.” 
“No, that’s not how we do things,” Derek answered, his voice tight. “When we’ve transitioned into a human, we become an essence of sorts. Well actually, we’re the blue smoke that you lap up with your tongue so delightedly.” He stared at me for a few seconds longer, as if still processing what he had witnessed, before continuing on. “When we need to defend ourselves, we use the human body to form certain aspects of our original selves. Fangs, for example. Another example would be the weapons of defense that we possess on our bodies which we can push through the human’s skin.”
“Gross,” I said, remembering the disgusting nose-spear. 
“Your opinion aside,” he continued, “We only form as much as we can without breaking through our human host entirely. We never, ever, form our true selves while inhabiting a human unless absolutely necessary. That would effectively kill the human body, tearing it to shreds, rendering it useless. It’s a lot of work to find another human host, you know. Not every one you inhabit takes.”
“Okay, but you’re saying it’s still possible. This blob—or Bogmar as you call it—could have burst through the human host?” I asked. 
“I suppose. Did you see any flaps of skin anywhere?”
I thought back, containing the grimace of disgust at the thought of skin flaps floating around. All I remembered was slime, gook, and tentacles. No human remnants.    
“No. I don’t think I did,” I finally answered. 
“In that case, there can only be one reason that demon was wandering around this world in its true form,” Derek said, the skin around his eyes tightening with tension. 
“Care to fill me in?” I asked, tired at his constant games and delays in giving me any sort of answers. 
“You already know the answer, little demon.” He stood up, avoiding the scattered debris with ease as he came towards me. He paused once he got close enough, leveling his eyes with mine. “The Hunter is getting closer to you.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
Even with my superhuman hearing, I had trouble catching his whisper.
“The Hunter what, Derek? You really need to start explaining these epiphanies you keep having. It’s impossible for me to predict where your brain goes.” 
“Excuse me for liking a little dramatic flare in my life, little demon,” he said, stepping over the basketball stand as he took a seat on the floor in front of me. “The Hunter is the only one who can expel a demon from its host. He has quite the goody-two-shoes style. Save the human, destroy the demon, blah blah, gag me with a spoon.” 
I pressed my lips together at this revelation. A picture of Gwyn writhing on the ground wrapped in gooey tentacles flashed through my mind. If she’s the Hunter, then I’m turning into a cupcake, I thought. Yet, I had to concede that despite my lack of nice feelings towards her, I still didn’t want to mention her to Derek. I remembered my promise to myself: protect humans, all humans. Even the bitchy ones. 
“Consider yourself lucky that the Hunter didn’t spot you,” he added. 
“I didn’t sense anything. No warning, no nothing. Why would the Hunter just expel a demon and then leave?” 
“That I have no answer for. There are a lot of demons here. Perhaps he was otherwise occupied, and thought to come back to the Bogmar later. They don’t move very fast, you see, unless in water. As you probably noticed, they have no feet.”
“That seems pretty careless of the Hunter.” 
“Not necessarily. You were right around here, correct? Not a human soul in sight. It would probably take the Bogmar at least an hour to clear the shipyard. There really is no other explanation, Emily. No one else can expel a demon.”
I hesitated, biting my lip as I looked at him through my eyelashes. “Not exactly….”
Derek glanced sharply at me. “Spill it.” 
“This morning, I might’ve…expelled a demon.”
“What?” Derek leapt up from his seated position and started to back away from me, clutching his chest protectively like I was going to just reach in and pry him out. “You didn’t think to make that the first thing to tell me?”
“Relax, Derek, I’m not going to do anything to you. I don’t even really know how I did it in the first place. It was in a little girl. That really got to me and I was fighting hard to save her, refusing to let that thing inside of me win, and I all of a sudden felt this pressure build inside me, and I just pushed at it with my mind, releasing it. I watched this white ripple in the air crash into the little girl, latch onto the demon, and push it out. It was this small, decaying thing. I didn’t expect it to almost kill me.” 
I said this all in a rush, having to gulp in air once I finished. I wasn’t sure if I should tell him what I was thinking, if I should voice what had been niggling at the back of my thoughts for weeks. But looking at him, it didn’t seem that I had to. He was already piecing it together. 
Derek stopped backing away, but remained in place, lifting a hand to shake a finger at me like an exasperated teacher disciplining his most troublesome pupil. “Okay, I have a few problems with that statement. You were able to create a ripple effect in the air with your mind, forcing a demon out of a human host? No weapon was used? Nothing?”
I shook my head, but Derek didn’t even seem to notice as he continued his rant. “Even that psychotic Hunter has a weapon. And you’re also telling me that you came face to face with a Leiche?” His tongue rolled over the strange name, his tongue dipping down to his lower teeth at the “c” and pronouncing it Lay-he. “Those demons are one of the deadliest you can come across, and very, very high in the ranks. They’re the only demons left that are known to prefer children as their hosts. They are disgusting, rancid things, but still hold a lot of power. And wait,” he froze, his eyes once again glaring down at me. “There’s a thing inside of you? A demon? Are you fighting with a demon inside of you?” 
His voice was becoming higher the longer he ranted. 
“What do you mean the Hunter has a weapon?” I asked instead of answering him. 
“You answer me first,” he said, hands now on his hips. I expected him to start tapping his foot in impatience, something my aunt would always do when she faced off against my temper tantrums. 
After a brief stare-down with Derek where neither of us blinked, I finally relented, remembering that I needed information more than I needed to win a who-can-be-more-obstinate contest. 
“I’ve been fighting what I can only describe as a darkness inside of me,” I said. “Like thick, black smoke, curling around…it feels like a—like something’s floating, inside me, especially when there’s a demon around. She begs me to kill the demon, to consume the blue mist. And it is only when I let her take me over that I…transform,” I explained, my head lowered so I was speaking into my chest. 
Derek’s silence caused me to look back up at him. He was staring at me pensively, the skin around his eyes remaining taught and his lips pressed together.
“This is really beyond my expertise,” he finally managed. “I think you might be the deadliest creature I have ever come across. And what’s worse, you can’t control it.”
“She’s getting stronger. I can feel her, just waiting for her chance to take me over for good,” I said, fear mixing in with my words. I finally decided to tell him. “Derek, what if…what if I’m the Hunter?”
Derek froze, his eyes unblinking as they settled on mine. “That would be very unfortunate.” He sat back down, his eyes never leaving mine. “But I told you I could sense when the Hunter was near. It’s this feeling—it’s hard to explain. I don’t get that with you. Not at all. You can’t be the Hunter.” He broke his gaze from mine, looked up to the ceiling. “You can’t be.”
I didn’t know what he was thinking, his face tight, his eyes worried. I never thought I could worry a demon, but here he was, sorting through me, trying to understand me, and very much freaking out every time he learned more about me. What kind of demon was
he, anyway? Why did he come back for me? 
I took him in, watching him as he sat in silence, staring at anything but me. If only I could understand him as much as he was trying to understand me. 
I let both of us sit in silence for a while, sorting through our thoughts, until an idea struck me, so tempting that I had to voice it out loud. “Derek, can Hunters evolve? Become more powerful? Different? Maybe I’m like, a Hunter 2.0.”
“Good lord, I hope not.”
He began inching away from me again, his eyes once again wary before he shook his head, sighing. “I will do everything I can to figure out what you are. We need to stop you, before this turns into something neither you or I can stop.”
“Yes, please stop me,” I said. “Please just make me normal again. Get her out of me.” 
Against my will, tears pooled in my eyes. I didn’t care if Derek’s motives for helping me were for his own self-centered reasons; I was past that point. I had my own selfish motives for wanting this to end. Even if I could be the Hunter, the one to rid demons of this world, I just wanted her out of me. I wanted the suffering to stop. 
“The Hunter uses a weapon,” Derek continued, answers being the only form of comfort he could give me. “I’ve never seen it myself, thankfully. But I’ve heard speak of it.” He shrugged. “That’s the only description I have.”
“Wonderful.” I sighed in exasperation, wiping the wetness from my eyes with the heel of my hand. I stood up. 
“Where are you going?” he asked. “We have so much more to discuss. Like the fact that you now have a problem.”
“No more discussions. We need to start doing,” I called over my shoulder as I turned away from him. “And what’s one more problem on top of the thousands of others that are piling up on me?”
“Consider this to be a major problem to put at the top of that list,” he called, his voice sharp. “The Leiches don’t work by themselves. They’re not isolated creatures.”
“And?” I finally paused and turned around. 
“There are four of them. Well, three now. And the others will know one of their brethren was killed. They’ll come for you.”  
“Let them,” I said, my voice flat.  “You just informed me that I am the deadliest creature you’ve ever encountered.”
Derek shook his head from side to side. “Oh little demon, that right there is what could kill you. Don’t be so arrogant in the face of so much that you don’t know. You were nearly killed by one Leiche. What do you think three of them at once will do to you?”
A shiver of fear laced down my spine at Derek’s words, but I refused to show it. “I’ll be ready for the Leiche.” Then I said, so quiet he didn’t catch it, “They know what I am.”
I slammed my mouth shut, glad he didn’t hear me. I didn’t want him to get to them first. For once, I wanted to be at the front of the “What is Emily?” line, a line that everybody, every thing, kept pushing their way into before I ever got the chance.  
“I hope you’re ready, I really do. And it’s Leighes if you’re talking about more than one of them. I’m no teacher if I can’t tell you how to correctly pronounce a demon.” He breathed in deeply, looking at me long and hard before adding, “Let’s see what you got, little demon. Let’s see where this ‘darkness’ of yours takes you. I dare you.”
I froze, raising my brows at him in answer. Never, in my entire life, was I ever able to turn down a dare. 
“Yes, yes, I realize you could potentially kill me, but I’m hoping that instead of doing so, you’ll take this as an opportunity to hone—”
I flashed towards him in a blur, pulling at the power of the darkness within me as I slammed him into the back wall, holding hard onto his neck but making sure I had bunched his shirt collar in my hand so I could leave his skin untouched. 
“Okay, okay,” he said, his voice tight and garbled as he raised his hands up beside his head in surrender. “Point made.”
“It’s best not to piss my darkness off.”
I slackened my grip on him only slightly, but it was enough for him to take advantage of my distraction and shoot his hands towards me, latching onto my shoulders. He dug deep, but he was smart enough to stop before he punctured my shirt and touched my skin. His movements were a blur when he lifted me up and flipped me over him and into the very wall he had just been slammed into. 
I felt the pain as my back cracked into the concrete before I landed, my left shoulder slamming into the ground before my body followed. I was all too aware that I probably resembled an upside-down rag doll, but I didn’t acknowledge that embarrassment as I flipped myself back up into standing position and readied myself for his next onslaught. 
He was nowhere to be found. 
I glanced side to side, up then down, but even my sharpened vision couldn’t make him out through the casting shadows of the sun filtering through the dusty windows. The only sound I heard was the distant hum of traffic, cars honking, truck engines sighing. Faint laughter floated through the windows with the traffic, the sounds blending into the classic thrum of the city, but no sounds of Derek.   
I closed my eyes, realizing that I would have to access that deeper part of me in order to locate him. The dark flame blazed as I touched upon her.
Where is he? I asked her.
Suddenly, I felt the heat of him above me, pulsing like a low fire in a warm brick hearth. My eyes snapped open and I looked up just in time to see him leap from a beam and fall on top of me, sending us both skidding across the ground amongst the debris.
He had me on my back, his face close to mine. I shouldn’t have been shocked at his changed appearance, but I couldn’t help it. The bumbling, spectacled Derek was gone, and in his place was a pulsating, angry beast. His eyes were slanted upwards, higher than even a cat’s, and glowed a dark scarlet, his muscles straining under the real-Derek’s skin. His brows had pushed outwards, creating a raised ridge across his forehead that sloped down at the center towards his nose, shadowing the lids of his eyes and creating a permanent, fuming scowl. I watched as another ridge formed out of his skull, the smooth surface of his forehead rising at the top of his hairline and sloping into a line down the center, joining his nose and dividing his face into two halves. His mouth remained the same size, but as he took a breath I saw his teeth, his gums rimmed with sharp, tiny incisors. 
“Come on, you’re not done yet,” he laughed deeply, the low sound of his strange new voice rumbling in his chest. 
My darkness was fighting me hard, pushing against me to be let through, to consume this delectable demon that had literally landed right on top of me. I forced her down, knowing full well that I needed this training; I needed this power. 
I struggled to free my arms, but Derek continued to press them into the ground, his body barely moving against my attempts to free myself. I felt him against my clothing, pressing into me, the power of his demon pulsing so close to my skin. 
I wanted it. Oh, I wanted it. 
“Not as strong as you think, huh little demon?” He laughed again. 
My mouth twisted at his taunts, and I allowed the flame to come closer to the surface of my skin and pulse behind my eyes. 
“Not going to work, I’m afraid. I’m not looking into those deadly eyes of yours,” Derek said, almost sounding normal despite his malformed face and throaty voice.  
My struggles were useless against him—he was too strong and he had prevented me from using my greatest weapon: the burning. But I wasn’t about to give up.
And so I did the next best thing: I head-butted him. 
It turned out he was incredibly sensitive between the eyes, because as soon as my head cracked against his, he yowled in pain and rolled off me. My own forehead seared with pain, throbbing from the combination of connecting with the sharp ridges on Derek’s face and his skin.
“It burns!” he screamed, writhing around on the floor.
“Oh no, what have I done now…” 
I shook off my own searing headache and ran over to him, turning him onto his back to see what kind of damage I had inflicted. 
Derek lowered his hands from his monstrous face, smiling. 
He grabbed me by the arm, twisting me over him and slamming me beside him until he was once again on top of me, his forearm pressed up against my neck and his mouth inches from my own. 
“Dead,” he whispered. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
 
I snarled at him as his face began to soften back into his human features.
 “If I hadn’t been holding myself back from doing what I truly can do, you
would be the dead one,” I spat. 
“Then why didn’t you?” he asked, removing his forearm from my neck and standing up smoothly. 
“Because I didn’t want to kill you.” I said through my teeth as I lay on my back, slapping my palms on the scuffed floor in annoyance. 
“Ah, and there we have it. Your weakness. Turns out you’re not so indestructible after all,” he said as he brushed the dirt from his camel coat. 
I frowned, my hands clenching into fists.
“You care,” he continued as he combed a hand through his thick brown hair, attempting unsuccessfully to tame it back into place as he looked down at me. “Looks like the human in you is stronger than you thought.”
I pulled myself up into a stand, wincing when my muscles protested at the movement. “I’ll be able to handle the Leiche demons. And anything else that decides to come at me.” 
“Well, I really do hope that’s the case, little demon,” he said, grabbing his glasses off the floor and placing them back on this face. “Because as frightening a creature as you are, you’re really starting to grow on me.”
I growled at him in response before turning my back on him and exiting the gym, leaving his annoying, spectacled face behind.
 
***
 
I spent the rest of the afternoon back at home, trying unsuccessfully to find tranquility and relax my scrambled nerves. I attempted a hot shower, usually my favorite thing to do when trying to de-stress, but I just stood under the warm, fragrant water stiff as a tuning fork, the tendons in my neck practically forcing themselves through my skin. A mere two minutes after entering, I shot out, drying myself furiously with a towel and pulling a royal blue long-sleeve shirt over my head and once again donning my beloved jeans. I then began to pace around my tiny home, thoughts and makeshift plans jumbling around in my head. 
I felt the power in my veins, deep at my core. The dark flame kept begging me for more, more, more. I grabbed the sides of my head in defeat, crying out loud, “Stop, just stop!” 
I didn’t know what to do. I was at a complete loss. I almost felt like giving up and just allowing the darkness to come forward and use me permanently. She knew how to handle herself; she knew what she was doing. I didn’t. I bumbled forward, hoping I didn’t kill anyone. I gasped with heartache when I realized I already had. I was suffering alone, and my heart cried out for help. Even during the worst time of my life, when I was sequestered and sheltered from everything alive in this world, I still had someone with me. I still had my mother. 
I sat on the floor at the foot of my bed for what seemed like hours, surrounded by my aunt’s tasteful additions to my life, like my plush rose comforter and scented candles of honeysuckle and cloves, staring at nothing but thinking of everything. I finally glanced at the clock my nightstand, which told me it was already nearing three o’clock in the afternoon. I’d have to go to Butterfield soon and pull an extra-late shift to make my absence up to Ettie. Her potential disappointment in me barely made me cringe, however. There were suddenly much more important issues to be dealt with, issues that a nineteen-year-old should never
have to deal with: monsters, demons and, most especially, self-destructive power. Ettie wouldn’t understand, Macy wouldn’t be able to comprehend, Aunt Sandy didn’t even know. I had to continue on this path alone. I had to protect them.  
I didn’t want to see Ettie. I let out a heart-wrenching sob at the fact that with what I looked like now I would probably have to influence her, just like I had to keep influencing Macy. I would probably, for the rest of my life, be forcing everyone I knew to be people that they weren’t, constantly pulling a blindfold over their eyes to prevent them from seeing the real me, what I’ve become. 
Shaking, I pulled myself out of my cross-legged position on the floor, my muscles stiff with neglect. I pulled my arms up for a quick stretch to shake out the stiffness, feeling the darkness coiling and stretching along with me. 
I dropped my arms to my side.
Even though I was unwilling to face Ettie, I decided I would still go. Butterfield was a place just as warm and welcoming as my home was when I lived with my aunt. I would keep trying, thinking maybe, just maybe, I would stumble across the answers to what was growing inside me. I couldn’t give up, as much as I wanted to. My life meant too much to me. Their lives meant too much to me. 
Shutting the door softly behind me, I descended the five flights, enjoying the damp breeze on my face once I stepped outside and noticing with relief that Gwyn was nowhere to be found. It began to mist rain, the kind of in-between rain where you feel the moisture but not enough to push up your umbrella and protect yourself. Even if I did require an umbrella, I probably wouldn’t have used it. I enjoyed the drizzle on my face, my skin. I imagined my skin sizzling, sending out steaming tendrils of smoke as the cool water touched the heat within me, cleansing me, cooling me. 
The streets were fairly crowded, rush hour deadlock just beginning. School was just letting out, and students were clustered in crowds at the intersections, hoisting up their backpacks, laughing and pushing at each other. I hoped wouldn’t run into anyone, not Asher, or even Macy. I couldn’t face anyone right now. 
I picked up my pace once I saw Cream of the Cup up ahead, and I was tempted to blur by without being seen, but I’d just draw unwanted attention. As I was contemplating the pros and cons of going out of my way and walking down another avenue, I glanced to the side and saw him. Even if I wanted to detour, I knew now that I couldn’t, not once Asher was in my view. 
His back was to me, leaning on his black truck with his cell phone pressed hard against his ear. Gwyn was beside him, hands on her hips, her face tense with fury as she listened to his side of the phone call. I watched his head move along with his words. They both looked rigid, their body language alone clueing me in that something was wrong. 
Just when I realized that I had literally stopped in the middle of the sidewalk to watch them, Gwyn turned her head towards me, her eyes flashing with anger. Her diverted attention caused Asher to turn and follow her gaze, his eyes landing across the road and on me just as I brought my right foot forward to keep walking. His stare froze me in place. I met his eyes, seeing them so clearly despite the line of cars and people walking between us. I didn’t bother to disguise the pain in my eyes, the deep longing that had been holding onto me relentlessly, refusing to let go. I felt hot tears well up in the corners of my eyes, and I didn’t blink them away. 
He continued to gaze at me, his expression revealing nothing, yet he didn’t break eye contact with me. Gwyn barked something at him, and he was forced to break his stare, glancing at her. He moved to the drivers’ side, never turning back to me. They both got into the truck and it roared to life, backing up and almost hitting the car behind it. As they merged, they were forced to drive by me, and I remained frozen in place, watching them go. As his window passed me, he flicked his eyes over, glancing at me one more time before driving away. 
In those mere seconds, I saw more in his face than I had ever seen before. He had looked at me with just as much longing, just as much emptiness that I had exposed so nakedly to him. 
They were following me, yes. Attempting to intimidate me, maybe. But he and I had a connection that even he couldn’t fight. 
My brain finally connected to my legs and I started moving again. There was nothing I could do about Asher and Gwyn right this second, but my previous plans remained in place. If I couldn’t figure out who I was, then I was damn well going to figure out who the other players were. 
The black wooden door to Butterfield creaked as I pulled it open, the familiar smell of fresh baked bread wafting over me. A sense of calm washed over me at the smell, a small comfort. I was safe here. I could forget here.  
“Hey hun,” Ettie said as she passed me, her hands piled with dirty plates as she headed to the back. 
Her voice was normal, her face smiling as she walked by me. I was relieved. She didn’t have the look of wanting to fire me, and more importantly, she didn’t look disappointed in me. 
“Ettie, I’m sorry,” I blurted out as I followed behind her to the back kitchen. “I know I’ve been um, erratic lately.”
“Sweetheart, I know.” She backed into the swinging doors, facing me as she pushed into the kitchen. “You know you can come here, no matter what, right? You’re not just my server, you know.”
She dropped the plates near the washing station, wiping her hands on a towel.
 “I don’t really have anywhere else to go,” I told her honestly, wincing at the crack in my voice. There was just something about Ettie and her open face. The laugh lines around her eyes and mouth portrayed to the world just how much she had witnessed and how much wisdom she had come to possess during her decades of life. 
Her eyes were soft as she turned to me. “I’ve been noticing your pain. You’ve been searching for something, haven’t you? And searching hard.”
I paused at the knowledge behind her eyes, her sudden awareness of what I could be going through. Her understanding was unsettling, but comforting enough for me to respond, “I don’t think I’ll ever find it, Ettie.”
“Oh, honey,” she walked over to me, her tiny body enveloping me in her arms. “Don’t be thinking like that. Maybe…maybe you’ve just been looking in the wrong place.” 
“I don’t know where else to look.” My voice was breaking, exhaustion and stress settling in. I could feel myself crumbling inside as she folded me into her embrace.  
She stepped back, holding me at arms length and staring at me, her eyes flicking back and forth between mine. I began to grow uncomfortable, but she didn’t look away. Her brows drew together, her fingers tensing around my forearms. She opened her mouth to say something, but stopped. She finally broke her gaze from mine, glancing around the kitchen, making sure we were alone. I glanced around with her, unsure of what else to do. The dinner rush hadn’t started yet, and most of the staff was on break. Yet she kept holding onto me, her eyes constantly moving back to mine. 
Finally, she opened her mouth again to speak. “Come. Sit.”
She pulled me to the middle counter, its stainless steel surface shining under the overhead lights. Maybe it was Ettie’s face, housing an expression I’d never seen on her before, or it might just have been my general feelings lately, but as I sat down, I felt like I was under some sort of spotlight. The kitchen had all of a sudden become too harsh, the lights too bright, the surfaces around me too clean. I clenched my hands on my lap, waiting for Ettie to drag a stool to the corner of the table and take a seat diagonal to mine. 
“Ettie, what’s going on? You look so serious.” I stiffened when I realized it could be my biggest fear coming true. “Are—are you firing me? I’m so sorry, I know I haven’t been myself lately, but I’m just—”
 “Emily, honey, no. It’s okay.” She reached over the counter and rubbed my shoulder. “I’m not firing you. You know how much I love you. I’m…” she took a breath, her chest expanding with the effort. “I’m trying to drum up the nerve to finally tell you something.”
I tipped my head sideways, confused. 
“Emily,” she began, “You’ve been here countless times, immersing yourself in work, struggling with your troubles on your own. But not once have you asked me to help find what you’re looking for.” 
The undercurrent in her words caused me to peer at her closer. “I don’t think you can help me with this,” I said, holding steady with her gaze. “What I’ve been dealing with…I can barely even comprehend it. I don’t think anyone else could, either.”
She leaned forward, her voice low. “Hun, that kind of outlook only prevents you from finding any answers. It prevents you from seeing what’s right in front of you.”
I stiffened, unsure what to make of her words. Was she really trying to tell me something? Or was my desperate need for answers causing me to see only what I hoped to see?
“Now,” she leaned back, folding her arms on the counter. “Tell me what’s going on and maybe I can help you.”
I sighed, figuring there would be no harm in asking her one question, considering every other avenue I had pursued had failed. I just hoped I didn’t give her a heart attack. “I need to figure out stuff about…demons.”
Her eyebrows rose above her glasses, but she didn’t look away from me, or even blink. “You mean, inner demons? Battling with internal problems?”
Her eyes still didn’t move from mine, and for some reason that I couldn’t fathom, I sensed that she was testing me. 
I looked down at the countertop, seeing my blurred face, my eyes smearing with my skin, my features imperceptible. So akin to what I was feeling on the inside. I raised my hand, pressing it onto my bleary image. 
“Ah,” she said. I looked up. “You don’t mean psychological.”
I shook my head, lowering my gaze again. I really didn’t want Ettie to think I was crazy, or unhinged. She was one of the only people that I had in my life, and I was so afraid to lose her. But I needed to talk to someone. I needed help, and not just from another demon. I needed someone who loved me. 
“Not religious or spiritual, either,” she continued. “You mean the creatures. The demons that walk among us. Possess us and eat our souls.”
I startled, completely bowled over by Ettie’s calm acceptance of what I meant, almost as if she had heard it countless times before. 
She slapped her hands on the countertop, startling me even more. “Finally, you tell me the truth. It took you long enough to get around to it, honey.”
“You know what I’m talking about?” I asked her, dumbstruck. 
“Of course! I may be old and a little distracted, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know what’s going on. People see what they want to see and deny all the rest. They couldn’t be more unsafe,” she said. “I know what this world harbors.”
She enunciated the last sentence, her face, so serious now, leaning close to mine. “You don’t strike me as one of those people,” she continued. “You strike me as a lost, tortured soul.”  
“Yes,” I replied softly, the darkness shimmering within me, rising and falling with every breath I took. Tears pooled in my eyes as I raised them to meet hers. “Yes.”
“I see it now,” she said, staring hard at my eyes. “I had an inkling a few weeks ago, but now I definitely see it.” 
“See what?” I asked, feeling so vulnerable, so exposed underneath her gaze. This woman I cherished was showing a whole new side to herself, and I had no idea what to do about it.
She smiled, but it was quick, sad. “Oh honey, I’m so sorry this is happening to you.” 
She raised her hand over the counter again and rested it on my forearm. “My poor, sweet girl. You were never supposed to know the truth. There are so few of you left. You were meant to stay hidden, to stay safe.” 
I stared at her in confusion. 
“Because he wants to destroy you.”
It was then that she lowered her hand, her eyes sad as she moved it from the sleeve of my arm and clasped my fingers gently. 
The burn rose within me, sharp and strong. Fire slammed up and into my face, and I fought savagely to keep it under control. 
She let go, deftly avoiding my golden gaze as she sat back on her stool. 
“You’re a—you’re a demon,” I said, struggling to speak through the hot flames that licked under my skin. I began to shake, holding my hand to my chest and staring at her, my face tortured, my heart feeling like it was going to rip through my chest. 
I remembered all the times she touched me, never grazing my skin, always making sure to reach for the fabric of my clothing. How she would always avoid looking at me whenever my emotions were running high, busying herself, always talking to me normally but never getting too close. 
Oh my god. 
Tears welled up in her eyes as she maintained her distance, her arms folded on her lap now. “I haven’t been called that in a very long time. I must admit, it feels good to tell someone again.” She paused. “Even in these circumstances. I’m not a danger to you, sweetie. I’m retired, you see.”
I breathed deeply, shutting the darkness down as much as I could. She thundered for release. “Demons r-retire?” 
I couldn’t think of anything else to ask. In the midst of so many questions, under the weight of such a crushing revelation, it was hard to even form words. 
“Not many of us, but we do.” She lifted her hand and motioned to her chest. “She and I came to an agreement, long ago. We live peacefully together now.” She stopped, catching the expression on my face before I could change it. “I see you’re a little bit appalled by that, but there’s so much you don’t know.”
I felt the anger mixing in with my darkness, both of them pushing to the surface. “This entire time, you did know. You watched me,” I stabbed the air, pointing at the door behind me, “You saw what was happening to me. And you did nothing.” My voice caught on the last word and it came out hoarse. I was breaking, and I couldn’t stop it. “You let me become this—you let me get to this point where I can barely…” I had to stop again, my breath hitching. But I was able to finish, the last word bursting out of me with such pain that tears coursed down my face along with it. “Live.” 
“Sweetheart—”
“No.” I stood up, towering over her. “You don’t get to call me that anymore.”
She wiped a hand across her face, smearing her tears, but she didn’t cower. “You’re angry, I know. But you need to listen. Please.” Her hand trembled as she pointed to the stool I’d just vacated. “Please listen to me.” 
I sobbed, my chest concaving as I bent over, bracing my body with my hands as I laid them on the cool steel. “Why, Ettie? Why did it have to be you?” 
Not again. Please, not again. I’d already lost one mother. I couldn’t lose Ettie. 
She knew what I meant. She made a move towards me, wanting to hug me, but her face fell and she stopped. “I love you, Emily.” She struggled, trying to say the right words. “I didn’t enjoy any of this—but I had to do it. I was trying to keep you safe. The less you knew, the less danger you were in. When I finally figured out what you were…oh god, Emily, I was so scared. I was so scared over what could happen to you. I hoped—” She stood now, stepping slightly closer to me even though I still leaned over the counter, breathing heavily, fighting against her. “I hoped it wouldn’t progress this far. That maybe I was wrong. I prayed I was wrong.” 
She sounded closer now and I clenched my eyes shut as my heart broke with her words. 
“I didn’t want to believe it was true. That you, of all people, could be one of them.”
I couldn’t stay silent any longer. I twisted my head to face her, my eyes glowing through the tears. “One of what, Ettie?”
“Sit. Please. Let me tell you everything. Let me at least do that much for you. I’m—” This time her voice broke, her words cracking in her throat. “I’m so sorry, Emily.” 
I sagged into the stool, my hands never leaving the countertop, my head never rising. I was broken, defeated. 
But I still needed to know.
“Did you have a strange childhood?” she asked, startling me with the question. 
I hesitated before answering, speaking into my chest, “Yes.”  
“Tell me,” she said, and before I could protest or get defensive, she continued with, “I know I don’t deserve to know, but I need to in order to help you understand. Please.”
I told her. I began with my home life, the only life I knew, with a mother who seemed to want to destroy me one second and then love me the next. I told her of the uncertainty of death that poisoned my young life and the isolated loneliness that consumed my every breath.
She nodded along, either unsurprised at my revelations or simply trying to process the information. She was the first person I had ever told, and I knew I should be so angry with her for her deceit, but with her gaze upon me, so soft and understanding, all I did was trust her. 
“Yes, that makes complete sense,” she nodded, staring off into the distance. “That entirely explains how you survived for so long without so much as blipping on demonkinds’ radar. She isolated you, your mother, and rightfully so.”
“You agree with her tactics?” I asked, mortified and no longer thinking that I should trust her. 
“Oh, honey no. I’m sorry. I’m getting ahead. Let’s start with something else. You probably want a name for yourself.”
I desperately wanted a name for what I was, for what was consuming me and torturing me. For what was changing me. “Yes. Yes, please tell me,” I breathed out, my voice latching onto those words with excruciating yearning. 
“Sweetheart,” she said, her voice filled with such love that I wanted to buckle in pain underneath it. “My poor lost soul, you are a Cambion. One of the only ones left.” 
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
“Cambion,” I breathed, the foreign word rolling off of my tongue with surprising ease. “Not a Hunter.”
She looked perplexed at my last statement. “No, not the Hunter.”
I finally looked up at her, and her eyes widened at my expression. “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? You wanted all this to mean that you could…destroy demons.”
“No.” I pushed away from the counter. “I wanted it because it meant that even though I’m being destroyed inside, even though my world is filled with blood, and death, and darkness, there was a reason for it. A pure reason—a reason my soul was sacrificed. The only reason that could justify dying inside.” I stood, raising my eyes to the ceiling even as my face crumbled. “I wanted it to mean I was protecting souls.” 
Her face softened.
“But I’m not, am I? I’m just killing them along with the demons. But—I don’t consume them. I don’t use human souls to sustain me. I just…waste them.”
I heard Ettie sigh at my words, and I knew her face mirrored mine when she said, “You don’t deserve this.”
She stood, moving so she was beside me, her presence strangely calming despite the demon that lurked within her.  “But you can’t pretend otherwise, either. I know it hurts you to be told you’re not part of the Trine, but you need to understand what you are, so you can stop it. You’re in extreme danger, Emily. You also are extreme danger,” 
Ettie shook her head, eying me gravely. “In my entire life, I never thought I would come across your kind ever again.”
“Please,” I said. “Please just tell me everything. I’m so lost. I’m struggling so much. I just need to know.”
Ettie nodded, her hand moving towards mine intending to comfort me, but she seemed to think better of it and brought her hand back to her side. “They would come after your kind when you were young, when you had no power and therefore no way to defend yourselves. They would kill you instantly.”
“Who are ‘they’?” I asked, my voice surprisingly under control as I processed her information, leaning against the counter behind me. 
“The Warriors. Damos’s Circle. They would search your kind out and swoop in, killing every other living thing around you. Including your parents, your siblings, everyone.”
I lowered my gaze to hers, my hands resting behind me and clenching the counter. “You demons are incredibly cryptic. I need you to slow down and explain. Everything.” 
My voice became sharp, but I didn’t care anymore. I was beyond emotions. I was beyond anything. 
“It’s a miracle you survived past childhood, it really is.”
She turned and sat back down, using my stool so she could still face me. 
“Because you see, you were born dead.”
“I—what?” I asked, glancing up sharply. 
“You heard me.” Ettie’s voice was just as sharp as mine, her words becoming blunt, her way of making me understand the dire circumstances of my situation. “When you were born, you had no pulse, no breath. And you continued to have no pulse and no breath, to essentially be the living dead, for years. From the outside, you looked like a regular baby, even acted like one. But you weren’t born human.” She cocked her head at me, watching for my reaction. 
I struggled with her words, my body beginning to shake again. 
“It was only when you turned seven. Yes, I believe that’s the age, when you started to display human tendencies. You began to breathe, your heart began beating. You began to resemble a human,” she continued, her words not missing a beat as she told me so matter-of-factly about the one thing that had been tormenting me for years on end. 
“My mother…” I said, my voice trembling. 
“Yes, your mother must have known you weren’t human. She stored you away, probably for your own protection, because if anybody saw you, if anybody else realized what you were, well, the humans would probably have taken you away and tested you, drained you.” She paused. “But the Warriors, they would have found you anyway. They would have killed you.”
“But how…?” I asked, shaking with so much emotion that I was unable to finish my question.
“Ah,” Ettie nodded, understanding where my question was going even though the tightness in my throat was preventing me from stating the rest of it.  “She’s your mother. She gave birth to you. You’re wondering how she gave birth to something not human? Well, you should be able to come to that conclusion without my help.” She waited for me to speak, and when I didn’t, she finished with, “She had to have been intimate with a demon.”
Revulsion spiked through me. 
“Oh, honey, don’t look like that,” she said, hurt, “Truly, there’s only one sect of demons that seduces humans instead of outright consuming them. Have you heard of a Succubus?”
I nodded, vaguely remembering Macy mentioning the topic after her mythology class. “I feel if I ever had to come back to this Earth as a mythical creature,” she had said, nursing her hot chocolate, “that would be the perfect little monster. I’d be hot. More importantly, I’d be satisfied by hot men all day. You might as well just call me Macubus.”
“They…seduce men,” I managed to say to Ettie. 
“Right. They’re essentially female demons that take the form of an alluring female human—they don’t have to find human hosts—and lure men in. Sucking out pieces of their souls and leaving deterioration in their wake. After they have their way with them of course,” she said. “Their male counterpart is called an Incubus.”
“Are you saying my mother was intimate with an Incubus?” I asked incredulously. 
“That’s exactly what I’m saying. She wouldn’t have been able to resist, love. These are incredibly powerful demons that I’m talking about, though they’ve been completely eradicated.” Her eyes leveled with mine. “Due to what they were creating.”
“Things like me,” I finished for her. “They were creating things like me.”
“Yes. Human lore describes an Incubus as an angel who fell from grace and became a demon with an insatiable lust for women. Humans love putting a romantic spin on things,” she shook her head before continuing, “But they’re not completely wrong. Human women are lured in by an Incubus, certainly, but it’s when they freely admit an Incubus into their lives, into their souls, that Cambions are created.”
“My mother was in love with him,” I said, my voice surprisingly strong despite this sickening revelation.
“Very much so. And that’s what ultimately led to her demise. An Incubus deserts a human female once he is loses interest in her. The woman is never the same. She deteriorates, mentally dissolves right before your eyes.” She trailed off, staring at me, her expression knowing. 
Her face made me want to change the topic and stop talking about my mother. My haunted, tormented mother. 
“Tell me about Cambions,” I said.  “I understand this part. I understand about the Incubus. I need to understand about me.”
“That much is true,” Ettie said. “You are your own worst enemy, after all.”
I frowned but nodded in agreement. As if to remind me of my conflicted soul, the darkness stirred restlessly. 
“You probably understand by now that you’re half-human, half-demon.” 
I nodded. 
“You’re the offspring of an Incubus,” she continued, “and a human woman. As a young child, you were clearly not human. It was only on your seventh birthday that you began to resemble a human child, and therefore, you were increasingly difficult to pick out by the Warriors. When you turned seven, you could safely enter the world.”
She paused, allowing the meaning of her words to sink in. My mother must have known, I thought. She must have known it was okay for me to enter the real world, allowing her to finally release her pain and stop her torment. I was seven when she left me and tried to kill herself.
“The demon in you settled down, allowing you to be human and therefore be undetected while your powers grew within you.” Ettie said, bringing me back to the present. “Essentially, a Cambion can go their entire lives never knowing what they really are. Resembling a human and never using their powers. Living a contended, normal life.”
I looked down at her then, feeling my own torment. “Why wasn’t that me?” 
“Honey, I’m afraid there was no chance of that happening with you. Not once you moved to New York City. Not when the Hunter made his home here.”
There it was. That dreaded word, the Hunter, being described to me in fear once again. 
“He’s in our midst, and he’s killing mercilessly,” she continued, her little body quaking with her words.
“How would the Hunter’s presence affect me, though? I’m—I was—just a normal girl. My biggest problem was trying to be as fashionable as my best friend!” 
Ettie stiffened. I heard the sounds of the other staff returning, their voices wafting through the doors to the kitchen. Her eyes were alert as she attempted to finish telling me as much as she could before we were interrupted. “The demon-half of a Cambion needs to be triggered in order to be awakened. Usually, that trigger is coming across another demon.”
My thoughts immediately shot to Rob. “I was confronted by another demon. A—a Melix, I think it’s called. At a party a few months ago.”
“I see. But you’re how old? Nineteen? At that point another demon shouldn’t have affected you, especially such a low-sect one. You were well into settling down as a human. In order to sense him, you must have already been in a heightened state. Tell me, were you feeling okay when he approached you? Were you feeling like it was just a normal night?” She stood up, brushing at her slacks as she glanced at the door, coming closer to me in order to speak in a low voice.
“No, actually,” I said, frowning. “I didn’t feel well at all. I felt sick, clammy. Like I was going to pass out any second. And then he touched me and I just…exploded. All I wanted was to destroy him.”
“Just as I thought,” Ettie said. “You were triggered by something well before coming across the Melix. The demon within you was already priming itself for action.”
“I—I don’t understand,” I said, trying desperately to make sense of her words. “Why would my demon-self be triggered to destroy another demon?”
“There you are. You’re finally getting to the meat of it, thankfully. We don’t have a lot more time.” She looked through the small opening into the main room and saw the other waitresses straightening the tables. So far, none were choosing to come into the kitchen, and for that I was thankful. I was even more thankful that the head chef was a smoker and was probably still outside getting in one last puff before coming in. 
Ettie took a deep breath before saying something that shocked me to such an extent I actually backed away from her. “Consider yourself the apocalypse, honey.” 
“What?” 
“I’m sorry. I have to be fast. That’s why the Warriors are so, so interested in you. That’s why the Trine wants you. You’ve noticed that you consume demons like they’re the most delicious-tasting ice cream you’ve ever had, right?”
I nodded mechanically, stiffly. 
“That’s because you’re absorbing them. You’re making your demon stronger. You’re consuming their evil and letting it flow through you. You are giving yourself power.”
“I…what?” I said again, honestly unable to come up with anything else to say.
“Each time you consume a demon,” she said, leaning her head closer to me and speaking slower for my benefit, “you are losing a piece of your humanity. You are giving more control to your demon. Your demon doesn’t inhabit hosts like most of us do.” She took a deep breath, her voice trembling, “Your demon grows.” 
We both jumped when the kitchen doors were slammed open. “Hi-ho!” one of the sous chefs said as he adjusted his jacket. “What’s cookin’?”
“Hi Henry. Just a minute, okay?”
Ettie sounded so normal responding to Henry, looking as if she were just explaining to me tonight’s menu. No wonder she was able to stay under the radar for so long. Her disguise was masterful. 
“No,” I whispered to her when she turned back to me, unable to comprehend her words. But the darkness pressed against me, telling me that she was right. 
“You’ve already been feasting. Look at you,” she whispered. “You are vastly different from the first time I met you. You’re completely
different than you were even a month ago.” 
I nodded again, my expression frozen. “I didn’t know… I didn’t know. You didn’t tell me!”
She shushed me, quietly. Henry glanced over, but understanding the situation, busied himself with organizing vegetables. “You have to be careful. If you continue consuming demons at the rate that you are, you will no longer have any control. You will go on a gluttonous rampage and consume everything. You will become so powerful that you will literally destroy demonkind.”
“But—but, that’s good, right?” I asked, logic surprisingly breaking through my scattered thoughts. “I’m ridding the world of evil. Saving humanity.”
Ettie gripped my arm lightly, pulling me to the kitchen exit as more staff began to wander in. She pasted a smile on her face even as her words became more and more sinister. “You will be unstoppable. When you’re finished with the demons, you will move onto something else.”
I didn’t have to hear her answer to know. My stomach sank, my heart crashing to the floor. “I’ll go after humankind,” I whispered. 
“Yes. Honey,” she said, leaning in close to my ear. “You’re demonkind’s worst enemy. You’re humankind’s greatest enemy. You are going to destroy everything.”
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
You are the apocalypse. You are going to destroy everything. 
Those words haunted me as I walked woodenly around the city, unsure where I was going or where I would end up. All I could feel were those words, slithering across my skin, invading my soul. 
Finally, I had answers. But those answers terrified me. 
I had left Ettie in a blind panic, barely glancing back at her as I shot out of the kitchen exit and flew through the back alley and into the rain, trying to shut her words out of my thoughts. 
“There’s a way to stop it!” she called after me, her words fading quickly as I moved into a blur. 
I stopped, turning my head only slightly back to her, refusing to let her see the weakness within me, the little girl scrambling, panicking and pounding her bloodied fists inside me. Rain poured down my face as I stood before her. 
“Destroy the Trine,” she said, her body framed in shadow as she stood in the doorway. 
I breathed in and out, in and out raggedly, in response. 
“Destroy the Trine,” she repeated before adding, “And reclaim your humanity.”
“Why…” I started, but had to take another deep breath before continuing, “Why have you told me this?”
“Because I’m an old, tired soul,” she replied, her voice lowering in exhaustion. “I just want peace. I just want to do what’s right. You deserve what’s right.”
I fled then, moving as fast as I could, winding down streets, blowing a deceptive wind across pedestrians’ faces as I whipped by them in despair.  It was raining torrentially now, but I didn’t care. 
You have your answers now, the darkness whispered. Let me out…
“No. No,” I cried out loud. “I will not let you win. I won’t.”
But how could I stop it? Already my stomach was starting to clench with need, begging for another demon to fill it. 
You must destroy the Trine…
Ettie’s last words floated around me as I ran, tempting me and hurting me at the same time. Destroy the only other people capable of exterminating demons? Destroy the only people who could
eradicate them without bringing about the end of the world? How did that make sense? How was I supposed to move forward after this? 
You’re a Cambion, the dark flame whispered, Embrace who you are….enjoy it… 
“No, no, no,” I said again, before whipping into Central Park and sprawling against a tree, sinking down in sorrow. The old oak was cool against my cheek as I slid down and I clutched at the wide trunk for comfort, though I knew it would give me none in return. The oak remained sturdy beneath my grip, offering me its strength, and its strength alone. 
I curled into a ball and cried. 
I have no idea how long I sat there in the storm, clutching at the tree, begging for comfort. By the time I opened my eyes again, it was dark, the moonlight pale in comparison to the city lights that bordered me. The clouds remained high in the sky; dark sentries that covered the stars and blanketed the city. 
I needed to go home. 
I slowly picked myself up off the ground, barely noticing the mud that covered me, or the soaked strands of hair that stuck to my face. Nothing seemed to matter anymore. I walked like a regular human back to my apartment, refusing to draw upon the power anymore. I just wanted to go back to normal, live the normal life that I was so blissfully happy in, and forget about my new, twisted truth that sloshed around like a slug in my brain. 
“I should have let the venom kill me,” I whispered.  
The darkness within me laughed, its menace swirling. I’ll never let you die… 
It took over an hour to walk home from Midtown, but I didn’t even register the walk, or the people passing me, or the cars and sirens blasting around me. All I registered was her, lying in a deep chasm inside me, waiting. 
With more strength than necessary, I shoved the front door of my apartment open, wincing at the splintering sound as a crack streaked its way across the wooden frame. I’d have to answer for that later. 
Pale light greeted me. The city lights filtered into my two windows, dusty streaks that illuminated my bed and shadowed the rest of my furniture. Flicking on the bedside lamp, I made my way to the kitchen. 
I went to the fridge, searching for a message from Macy.
Whenever one of us needed something and couldn’t get ahold of the other, either by cell or otherwise, we would go old school and slap a post-it note on the fridge with our whereabouts and any instructions. Sure enough, I spotted my Macy’s curlicue handwriting on a neon pink post-it, stuck precariously between my list of essentials and a Mickey Mouse magnet that I had fallen in love with during my first trip to Disneyland, barely eight years old. It had “EMILY” scrawled below Mickey’s dancing feet. Seeing my name in print, seeing that I had existed, gave me such a feeling of belonging that I made sure to take it with me when I left Cold Spring at seventeen, despite the fading letters. The Y in my name had faded to such an extent that it now looked like “EMIL.” Macy got such a kick out of it that for a full year after we met she would only refer to me as Emil. 
Came here with goal of dragging your ass out of the apt, Macy wrote, 
 
Even brought my make-up bag.
Consider yourself LUCKY.
For now.
 
Then, as an afterthought:
 
Call me.
Let me know u’re ok.
 
I winced with guilt. I could yell at her, slap her hand away, scare her, and yet she still came here. She was still worried about me. I bent down and pulled the post-it off the fridge, wrapping it in my damp hand, her words smearing as I turned to find my cell phone. I dropped my bag by the door when I fell into the apartment. I walked the few feet, suddenly uncomfortable with the silence that surrounded me. The only sounds were the muffled movements of other tenants, a random footstep or two, a quick thunk of something hitting another. 
I checked the clock beside my bed, and saw that it was nine o’clock in the evening. I’d totally bailed on my shift at Butterfield, but something told me that’s what Ettie preferred right now. It’s definitely what I preferred.  
After texting Macy I was home, I decided to prepare for her arrival and the inevitable lecture that would follow by turning on the tiny television across from the foot of my bed and try to be normal for a little while longer. I was desperate for a little forget-I’m-a-demon time, and planned to watch a little reality television. It had been so long since I had just turned on the TV and zoned out, and I was dying for some normalcy. 
But as I turned around, away from the front door, my bedside lamp flickered and I instinctively looked toward it. 
And screamed. 
Curled just above the lamp, caught in its tunnel of light, her head upside down and fangs gleaming, perched a Leiche on the wall. Her eyes flashed red out of the child’s body she inhabited. 
I cursed myself for staying still long enough to even scream, and immediately shot backwards in an attempt to launch myself through doorway and out into the hallway. Where I would go after that, I didn’t know. My instincts were taking over, and they were just screaming at me to run. 
I shot right into another Leiche.  
While smaller than me, she was still able to weave her arms tightly around my waist, trapping my arms at my sides. I cursed myself again for wearing a long sleeved t-shirt. Protected by my clothing, the Leiche could hold me without feeling any burn. 
I pulled at the darkness, feeling her slide up and into my throat like thick black tar, spreading out and coating my mind. As much as I hated her, as much as I hated what drawing upon her would do to me, I needed her to survive. 
My body surged with her power as I lurched backwards, rolling my back over the top of the Leiche’s head, causing her to lose her balance, and sending both of us falling backwards. With her head trapped under me, she was unable to move her mouth into a position where she could bite me and I pressed down harder with my back, hoping to suffocate her while simultaneously moving my hands behind me to touch her skin and begin her destruction. 
My intentions were thwarted when the Leiche occupying the wall screeched and flew at me. I pushed myself off the ground and shot towards the bed, my own momentum sending me colliding into the far wall beside the window. 
It was there I saw the third Leiche hovering on my desk in the shadows, his eyes glowing a garish ruby in the darkness. 
If I were still myself, if I were still the regular Emily Chaucer who just happened to face intruders in her home, I would have scrambled on the floor until I reached the doorknob and flung the door open so hard it would almost rip off its hinges as I ran screaming for help in the stairwell. 
Unfortunately, I was no longer in control, the darkness already making herself at home as she saw through my eyes and spoke through my mouth. She stood up and faced the three Leiches who were slowly crawling toward me like spiders, these three supposed children with their gap teeth and baby-soft tendrils of hair. My darkness even cocked a hip out arrogantly. 
“Just try and take me,” she whispered to them. 
“You took one of ours,” the one on the desk said, his plump little arms creeping forward as he slithered down onto the chair. The child couldn’t have been more than eleven, his baby cheeks still flushed with innocence despite the evil lurking inside him. 
“Now we will take you,” the other two chorused. They were two girls about the same age as the boy, identical twins with long brown hair hanging lankily across their shoulders. One crawled over my bed, her filthy hands leaving marks as she weaved through the shadows.  The other one remained at the foot of the bed, watching, the filtered light of the window behind me causing her eyes to gleam with the color of blood. 
I felt my mouth smile in anticipation. Instead of responding to their threat, my body leapt into the air, crashing into the twins and taking them both down and sending all three of us hurtling into the small divider island that separated my main room and the kitchenette. 
Plaster and paint chips covered us, obscuring my vision but not my goal. I lay a hard hand on both of their faces and they screamed in agony, vapors of steam rising out of my hands as I touched them. 
I felt the third one coming behind me, his mouth open in anticipation of connecting with my neck, and I propelled my right elbow backwards and felt it crack against the Leiche’s teeth. He screamed as he fell, and the sickening crunch of my elbow against his face led me to believe that I had broken at least one of those deadly incisors of his. 
The twin I was forced to take my hand away from saw her chance and took it, leaping up and latching onto me, sending me toppling sideways and landing on her sister who was still crying out in agony, my left hand remaining firm. 
My right hand shot up in defense and connected with her cheek, but it didn’t send her small form flying off me like I predicted it would. She laughed as she deflected my blow by catching my forearm and twisting it so hard I heard the snap of bone. 
I screamed right along with the darkness, both of us feeling the shrieking pain, but we used that pain and turned it outward, coiling it into twisted hate against these creatures who dared to enter into my home. My eyes raging with golden fire, I lifted myself up and threw the Leiche off me, sending her flying into the vanity mirror above my dresser and shattering it, the shards tinkling like music as they fell upon her and cascaded across the floor. Satisfied that she was at least temporarily knocked out, I turned my attention to her sister, the Leiche I still had below me, and readied myself to latch onto her demon soul and absorb it into me, fuel me.
Crouching over her, I met her eyes, which were now flickering open and shut, barely maintaining consciousness. My skin had been touching hers for what seemed like seconds, but I also registered that I had never held onto a demon for so long before. The burn seared through my left arm and into my chest as I continued to maintain my grip on her. 
Push the demon out, I demanded to the darkness, but then I realized to my chagrin that I didn’t have to command anything from her. 
We had been working together. She had been allowing me, and I her, to compete against these creatures together the entire time. 
I didn’t dwell on that fact for long, as I had two other Leiches who were ready to leap at me again at any second. Instead, I locked eyes with the semi-conscious Leiche, feeling the pull of her, almost as if our eyes were connected by a long, translucent string. I tugged at that string, gathering power into my mind as I bored my eyes into hers, my stomach clenching as I pressed that power forward and heaved it at her with everything I had. 
Her eyes widened as the white wave shuttled through her with a force similar to a brick wall slamming into her face. The demon rolled out of her, shrieking and scrambling to stand up on its legs. 
By now, I was used to seeing the grotesque bodies of these things, but I couldn’t help the small shudder that ran through my body at the sight. Her tendons writhed as if they were live maggots, her eyes empty sockets in her gaunt, shriveled face. Instead of cheeks, deep, emaciated holes were in their place, her jaw held together only by the small tendons and muscles that hadn’t already deteriorated. 
I didn’t give her time to rise to her full height as I shot forward and grabbed her by the ankle. 
She shrieked louder, the sound almost bursting my eardrums as I dragged her back towards me.  I leaned my face in as I took a deep, anticipatory breath. My hand reached for her neck. She slackened immediately as I felt the heat beneath my eyes grow, lighting up the room in an eerie gold. I had her. 
I didn’t expect the shove behind me, nor the force of it as I careened into the wall beside the shattered mirror, splinters of the destroyed dresser lodging into my body. I felt a sudden weight on my stomach, and squinted my eyes through the dust and plaster to see that the boy had landed on top of me. He wasn’t stupid enough to give me the same opportunity that the girl did, and in one fell swoop, sank his remaining fang into my neck. 
 My last thought before the venom cannonballed through me and rendered me unconscious was, inexplicably, this: Macy’s gonna kill me for ditching her again. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
I came to slowly, feeling a type of heat that, for once, wasn’t coming from inside me.  I cracked my eyes open, and the very act caused me excruciating pain.  I searched within myself, attempting to locate the dark flame, but she was nowhere to be found. 
Sluggishly, I surveyed my surroundings. Filthy metal pillars encased me on all sides, the smell of rotting garbage and burnt oil invading my nostrils. A fire burned about fifteen feet in front of me. I blinked rapidly, my eyes feeling sensitive to the firelight, and swept my gaze around, instinctively checking my blind spots. 
There they stood, all three of them, dancing around their handmade fire like bizarre evil cherubs. I noted through my fogged brain that the demon I had expelled from the child had slipped right back into her human host and was happily pirouetting with her cohorts, no harm done. 
I once again searched for the dark flame. I couldn’t find her. 
I tried not to panic as my mind finally connected to the rest of my body and I realized the pressure I had been feeling on my wrists were tight bindings, possibly rope. They had propped me up against one of the steel pillars, the bindings pulling my arms backwards, forcing me back painfully and straining my shoulders as they wrapped tightly around my upper body. Dust coated me every time I tried to move, falling onto my hands, hurting my eyes. But although I could barely move my torso and arms, my legs remained free. 
Where was I? The ground was cold and damp. The wetness had already seeped into the back of my jeans, causing me to shiver with cold. To test my leeway, I bent my knees up slowly, drawing them close to my chest. 
Why didn’t they kill me when they had the chance? 
Apparently, one fang full of venom was not enough to kill me, and the other two decided not to sink their own fangs into me just yet. I couldn’t help but be both suspicious and terrified at the same time. They wanted something from me, I just didn’t know what yet. 
“Oh….”
My head snapped to the left as soon as I heard a very human-sounding moan coming from that direction. 
“Oh no, please no,” I murmured in terror, my heart falling into my stomach. “Macy. No….”
There she was, my best friend, my whole heart, the girl who saved me from myself, trussed up and pressed against a metal pillar beside me, rust peeling like paper around her. 
Her eyes fluttered open at my voice and widened as she took stock of her surroundings. Then she looked over at me, and my stomach dropped as I watched the terror slowly snake into her eyes. 
“Emily? Emily, what’s happening? What’s going on?”
I tried to shush her so as to not draw the Leiches’ attention before I had time to formulate some sort of plan, or at the very least figure out where the hell we were, but it was too late. Her voice, rising in panic with every syllable, had caused them to look over. 
“She’s awake,” one of them hissed, the boy, still one fang short. 
I struggled uselessly against my restraints, but I had to do something. I had to keep their attention on me and not Macy. 
“Are you so scared of me you have to tie me up?” I taunted them, causing all three heads to look at me. 
“I had you,” I continued, “I had all of you.”
The two girls laughed at that, the boy remaining ominously silent as he continued to glare at me, fingering his sole fang. 
“You never had us. We were just enjoying the exercise. We haven’t had that kind of fight in a while. We thank you for that,” one of the girls said, her voice unnaturally high-pitched as she walked towards me. 
She leaned in close, her nose almost touching mine. I watched as her eyes crinkled up with a looming smile, a faint red glow pulsing beneath her pupils. 
My stomach growled.
Behind me, I heard a low roar before it was followed by the telling sound of wheels shooting across steel. 
Subway. We’re in some sort of abandoned section of the subway. 
But where? New York City’s subway map was like the colorful tentacles of a sea monster, streaming across the island and its surrounding boroughs, reaching into to every area, twisted and tangled, yet still a form of organized chaos. There were so many subway tunnels, all housing thousands of dark pockets. An underground city, secret with its caves, ripe with a sort of filthy protection for those that wanted to escape and hide. 
 We could be anywhere in the city. Anywhere. 
“Not so powerful now, are you, Cambion,” she whispered, her breath foul against my cheeks.
I jolted at her words. 
She leaned back into a standing position, observing me as her words sunk in. 
“Yes, we know what you are,” the other girl said as she sidled up next to her twin. “Since you killed our sister, we have been watching. We have been waiting.”
There is nothing creepier than possessed children. Nothing. I clenched my jaw hard in order to hide my fears. Where was the darkness? Why couldn’t I access her? 
No, I thought. I refused to accept defeat on the sole fact that I didn’t have my dark twin. For too long, I’d been trying to fight against my powers, refusing to accept what I was becoming and creating a deep hindrance within myself. That failure had led me here to this point, with my friend in peril, all because I refused to learn. All because I just wanted to be normal. 
I couldn’t keep relying on the dark flame to continuously save me. I had to look deep within myself and find my own power. It couldn’t be only my dark side that would grow stronger.  
I just had to wait for my moment. Continue distracting. 
“If you know what I am, then you know I’ll kill you,” I said with fake confidence that I hoped they couldn’t detect. 
“Not before we get what we want from you,” the boy spoke to me softly, his eyes flashing against the firelight. 
He was most definitely pissed at me. 
One of the girls looked over to Macy and started wandering over, stepping over the subway tracks, looking like a ghoulish ballerina in her dirty pink dress. Panic laced through me, but I kept my tone neutral when I said, “What could you want with a mere human when you have me? One of the last in existence. You don’t need her for anything.”
The girl glanced back at me playfully. “Oh, we know. We also know that you care deeply for this one. We’ve seen. We’ve watched. You will do as we say, or else we will kill your human.”
I couldn’t stop the fear from forming on my face. “What do you want me to do?”
Did they have yet another fact about me that I didn’t have access to? How did they even know what I was? 
“We’ve learned about your kind since witnessing your power. The Warriors have been alerted. We’ve communicated with your demon cohort. What is it you call him? Oh yes, Derek,” the other girl said, twirling in circles as she spoke to me. She kicked at a puddle of putrid water, scattering it across my legs.
I felt unexplained fear over what they could have done to Derek at the same time utter betrayal flowed through me. I never thought Derek would do this to me. Give me up. Share my secret with evil. 
“So, have you tied me up for the Warriors, then? Am I just awaiting my fate? Fine.” Part of me wanted it to end.  “But let the human go. She’s useless to you; she’s obviously too old for your tastes. She’s useless to the Warriors.”
“Oh, that is where you have it wrong, Cambion,” the boy said, his voice so close to my ear that I jumped as much as my restraints would allow. His face remained close to mine, his fang glistening with the moisture of his saliva. “We want your powers.”
“Yes, your powers!” the girls chorused as they continued to twirl. 
One of the girls suddenly stopped, taking a direct path to Macy, who had been terrified into silence during the entire exchange. 
“Emily, am I dreaming?” she finally asked. “Why have these kids tied us up? Where are their parents?”
“I’ll get you out of this, Mace,” I responded, hoping against hope that I could. If I could only get out of my restraints. If I could only locate my power. 
I had been inconspicuously rubbing the restraints around my hands against the sharp edges of the crumbling steel, but to no avail. I felt no slackening in the rope, no loosening of the ties despite using any remaining supernatural strength I had. I tried not to cry out in despair. What kind of magic rope was this?
The girl reached Macy and was quickly loosening her restraints. Were they going to let her go? I quickly stomped on that hope. No, they were preparing for something else. 
The girl picked Macy up like she weighed nothing and dragged her in front of me, her legs trailing uselessly behind her. Fury flashed through me as I realized that they had hurt her. 
When they had her centered in my line of sight, the other girl fastened her hands onto Macy’s other side, her talons digging into Macy’s skin and drawing blood. She cried out with the pain, and my heart cried with her. 
I saw a flash in my peripheral vision, and to my horror observed that the boy was now holding a knife. He smiled at me, twisting the knife back and forth against the light of the fire before dragging it along his fang so it made a sound like nails on a chalkboard. 
“If you do not do as we say,” he said, “we will kill her. Slowly.”
“Emily!” Macy cried, her panicked eyes boring into mine. 
To emphasize his point, the boy dragged the knife across Macy’s exposed chest, just above her pink V-neck sweater, drawing a horizontal line of blood. She screamed again. 
I pulled as hard as I could, fueled by my overarching need to get my friend out of this mess. She didn’t deserve to be here. I deserved to be in her place. I deserved to suffer for her. 
“Nice try, Cambion,” the girl to the left said. “Our venom has weakened you. You will not break free so easily.”
“What do you want?” My voice trembled. “Just tell me what you want.”
“Your blood,” the girl to my right said, tilting her head and smiling. “We want to drink you and drain you and consume your very essence.”
Was that even possible? My broken mind wondered. I hadn’t been told of any such possibility, but then, I hadn’t been told much. I was shocked the Leiches could even figure out what I was. I could have sworn both Ettie and Derek said all texts had been destroyed with the belief that all Cambions had been made extinct. 
“Then take it!” I roared back at them. “Take it and let her go!”
The girls actually took a step back at the power in my voice, but the boy, he remained still and calculating, his gaze focused on the blood dripping onto Macy’s shirt. 
It was then that I knew why they hadn’t just killed me and drained me as soon as they had sunk their fangs into me, why they dragged me deep into the subway tunnels and brought my friend’s suffering along with them. They wanted me to watch; they wanted to have a torturous show, filled with blood and knives and mutilation. They loved to brutalize their victims before killing, and they loved it even more when they had a petrified audience. I tried to hide the horror of that realization from my face and let the anger come instead. Power spiked through me as I let my anger build, and I soared with elation because of it. I could still feel my power. 
I became distracted when, suddenly and inexplicably, I felt a cool pressure in my hands. It was cold as steel, so sharp that my fingers instantly nicked on the blade, droplets of blood slickening my grip. 
“I’m sorry,” came a voice behind me, barely above a whisper. 
The Leiches didn’t seem to notice it. The idea of torturing someone had distracted them, drugged them to excess. One girl was twirling Macy’s hair in between sharp pulls, smiling with pleasure at her yelps. The other was dragging her fang across Macy’s forehead. The boy remained stoic, observing his sisters casually, but I knew he was merely awaiting his chance; he wanted to inflict the most pain. 
After a cool breeze against my hands, the voice behind the pillar disappeared. 
But the sharp object didn’t. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
Keeping my gaze furious, forcing the Leiches to focus on me, I yelled and provoked them as I frantically ripped into my restraints with the sharp blade in my hands. 
“You want my blood?” I asked them, baiting them. “Come get it! Come dig those fangs into me like I know you want to!”
“No,” the boy said, sharpness finally replacing the unnerving monotone in his voice. “We want you to watch first. Watch the human die.”
The girls looked confused. “But…”
“I’ve changed my mind!” the boy Leiche screamed, his true self beginning to shift underneath the boy’s body, his baby-fat cheeks caving in and his eyes sinking into hollows. 
I moved the knife faster, understanding that it was only a matter of minutes before Macy really would suffer horribly. 
I screamed as one of the girls whipped towards Macy’s neck, her fangs digging deep into her flesh as Macy cried out like an agonized, wounded animal.
“No!” I shouted as I dug the knife deeper into the bindings, not even wincing as the blade cut into the skin of my fingers as I frantically moved the knife back and forth, back and forth. 
“You fool!” the boy screamed at the girl as he shot toward her, knocking her off her feet with a glancing blow of his arm. “What did I just say? What did I just tell you? Now she will die, and we cannot even use her for what we need!”
The voice that came out of the boy was too deep to ever be mistaken for a human voice, and the other twin who had still been steadfastly holding onto Macy released her grip and stepped back into the shadows, away from her leader’s fury. 
I screamed again when Macy’s body slackened, her arms and legs twitching as the venom began to make its way through her body and she slumped forward onto the ground. 
“Fight it, Macy!”  I yelled to her, my shoulders nearly dislocating with my struggles to get closer to her. “Please!”
The twin that was sprawled on the ground stood back up, facing the boy with stubborn bravery. She moved out of his shadow and back to Macy, latching onto Macy’s weakening body and lifting her up, holding her out to the boy as an offer. “You still have time,” she said, pleading. “I only used a little. I just wanted to play.”
Her voice had taken on a whimpering tone, and I could see that it calmed the boy. The twin that had retreated into the shadows scurried over, holding on to Macy’s other side as soon as she realized they were back in the boy’s good graces. 
Macy looked up at me then, her hollow brown eyes glazing over with pain. “Help…” she whispered. “Help…”
I was desperate to save her. Every second that passed filled me with more terror as I flailed against my restraints, digging the knife deeper and not caring if I cut one of my own hands off. I needed to get to her. I needed to save her. 
Finally, with a quiet snap, I felt the restraints give. I forced myself to keep my arms back behind me in order to maintain the illusion that I was still bound. The boy had turned his attention back to Macy, his own knife making its way slowly back to her neck as he attempted to get at least one small pleasure in before the venom killed her. But in his distraction, he had stepped closer to me. 
Using the rage coursing through my veins and nursing it, cultivating it, I used my right foot to smash the tip of my boot into the boy’s legs, sending him sprawling, the knife tumbling from his hands and onto the subway floor. In that same instant I leapt up and out of my restraints, my hands moving to the front and slamming into the faces of the two girls, sending them toppling in opposite directions and leaving Macy reeling on her knees, suddenly on her own. 
I grabbed her by the shoulders and mouthed “Sorry,” before I threw her forcibly behind me and screamed, “Run! Macy, run!”
She didn’t have to be told twice. She scrambled up to her knees and began a broken, feeble run, but not before the boy caught her by the ankles, sending her toppling forward and cracking her chin against the steel subway track. Her sagging form told me that she had been knocked out. I considered that a small mercy as I turned my attention to the boy and ran at him, body-slamming him to the ground and locking him down with the strength of my thighs. 
The mysterious blade that was gifted to me was still in my hand, yet I refused to use it. I wouldn’t hurt the child within. Instead, I focused inward, mentally separating the thick, venomous liquid that had settled upon me and cloaked my powers. Now more than ever, I wanted to use what had been implanted in me long before my existence, growing slowly but deeply over the years, the source that had refined me into the weapon that I now was. 
I wanted to be a Cambion. 
The twins got back up to their feet and dove upon me, covering me on all sides. I knew their fangs were raised in anticipation of mauling me, draining me out of existence, my dark blood cascading onto the dank floor in hot streams.
That thought, the thought of me dying so quickly and easily before I even knew my own true powers, before I had even accessed my true capabilities, left me with nothing but pure wrath. The anger fueled me and pumped through me like a raging river, sending waves from my core and crashing into my arms and legs so hard that I practically felt the impact of the red fury as it rocketed forward and dissolved the poison in my veins.
The darkness roared, freed from her venomous chains. She was back. 
I roared in kind as I felt her heat behind my river of fury.  I threw my arms out, sending the girls tumbling like weightless twigs. I clamped the boy on the ground with my legs so hard that his eyes widened with sharp pain. Knowing that time was of the essence, I bent over him so a hand rested on each side of his head. 
“Who has the power now,” I whispered to him, my eyes scorching hot and ready.
His eyes widened, and I saw the fear. I pounced upon it. 
The more demons you consume, the more evil you will become, Ettie’s voice whispered through me, the words so clear it almost felt like she was there, watching in sorrow as I was about the consume the three most powerful demons I had ever encountered—watching as my darkness would use their powers to consume me. The part of me that was still human pushed her warnings up and into my mind, pleading and urgent. 
But Macy. I had to save Macy.
I would do whatever was necessary to save her. 
I gathered the stale air around me, feeling it as a tangible thing, sucking it in and feeling it form into a circular sphere inside of me. I used it to push at the demon within the boy, feeling him struggle against my force, but knowing it was futile. With one forceful blast, I sent an explosion of energy towards him and inside him, expelling the demon out of the boy in one fluid motion. 
The demon rolled out much like the last one had, and I gave him no time to right himself as I let go of the child and pounced on him at the same time I sent one leg out and kicked at one of the twins who had been brave enough to try and dive at me again. 
I grabbed onto him, holding him by his slimy shoulders and smiling as he shrieked with pain. Locking my eyes on to his, my jaw opened, and I dove. 
He crumbled beneath my grip while that sweet, succulent bliss flowed into me, and I greedily sucked down more. 
When I was finished, I straightened out of my crouch and faced the other two, both of whom were frozen in place and watching me with frightened awe.
“Only I get to have this power.” My voice, filled with dark melody, carried to them like an index finger curling upwards, beckoning. “You want to come to me…”
And they did. They walked over to me, my power drawing them to me like flies to honey. I gripped each of them with my hands as I forced their demons out, sending the children falling weakly to my feet as the demons stumbled out behind them. 
I had never taken two demons at once, but I relished the thought, the darkness thundering like a storm inside me. I took a giant leap, high into the air, my knees bent up and into my chest, my feet pointed like a dancers’ with my arms spread wide, and I landed upon them, my hands finding their foreheads. 
They writhed in pain, but not for long. I held them down and inhaled their blue smoke before they even had time to utter one final sound. 
NO! Emily! Not you. NOT YOU!
I cried out in pain as the voice tore through my mind once again. I raised my hand to my head in confusion and pain as I began to register that this time, the voice didn’t sound deafening and furious like I had come to expect. 
It sounded anguished. 
Gasping and breathless, I slowly made my way through the dark fog of my thoughts, like treading water in a thick swamp. I lay back on my heels, my hands held out behind me and sinking into the damp ground for balance. 
“E…Em…”
Macy had woken up. Her head rested sideways on the ground, facing me. Though she hadn’t moved from her slackened position, her eyes were alert and focused in my direction. 
I used my tongue to check for my fangs. Were they still there? Was Macy seeing me as the monster that I really was? Her petrified gaze told me that this could be so. I could still feel the warm trickles of black blood on my chin. 
“Macy, no. It’s not what you think,” I said as I crawled to her, trembling and bleeding. 
“You’re a…you’re a monster,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “Please don’t hurt me. Please.”
A sob reached up and ripped through my throat as I registered her sheer terror. 
“I’m not, Macy. I don’t know what I am, but I know I’m not going to hurt you. Ever. I swear. Please.”
Now it was my turn to beg, my hand reaching out for hers. Though too weak to sit up, she recoiled from me, her trembling arms skidding against the soiled floor as she tried to get away from me. Her eyes were glazing over. I knew I had to act quickly, before the venom completed its job. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do—I felt so lost and ignorant in the face of such limitless power. But I did know that if I could do anything, if I had to give up every single droplet of power in order to do one last thing, I would do it. I would give up everything I possessed in order to save Macy.
“Stay away from me,” she said, sobbing.
Her efforts to escape from me used up the last of the energy that she had, her hands trembling and weak as they slipped across the tracks as she tried to move backwards in a feeble crabwalk. 
“No, Macy, no, please understand…” I trailed off, watching as the terror in her eyes quickly turned into something worse. Something I had never seen before, and never wanted to see again. Something extremely close to hate. 
“Macy,” I tried again, my voice cracking.
Her mouth opened to reply, but she could emit no sound. Her eyes widened with the realization that her throat was closing up, and she began to gasp and sputter, clutching at her throat as her body sagged against the tracks, her head barely missing the one with the electrical charge for the trains. 
“Macy!”
I scrambled forward to close the distance between us, my boots sliding against the decaying, damp ground as I tumbled towards her and clutched at her arms, shaking her, begging her to stay alive. 
“Don’t leave me, Macy. Don’t leave me!”
I sobbed as I held her, the fire behind us illuminating her body that was now quaking with the venom unleashing itself inside of her. I watched helplessly as her lips turned blue, her body already beginning to cool against mine. 
I didn’t know what to do. Everyone told me how powerful I was, how invincible I could be. So invincible that I could destroy the world, but I couldn’t even save my best friend. Nothing mattered if I was forced to watch her die. 
She came to me then, the darkness that had remained so quiet and still throughout my battle with these ferocious demons. 
“I don’t want you here,” I snapped at her, pushing her down with my hatred, using everything I had to keep her in that dark pit of my mind. 
You refuse to see…
Her whisper was a soft song in my head, but I stifled it, my own pain and sorrow blanketing her teasing words and forcing her backwards, pushing her as far away from my soul as I could. 
“She’s dying. She’s dying because of you. Get out of me. Just get out of me!”
I screamed into the tunnels, my face lifted up to the black ceiling as my angry sobs reverberated through the winding caverns. 
Macy twitched in my arms, her breath barely a puff as her heart rate slowed, her pulse beating erratically in her neck as her heart battled against the venom. 
“Tell me how to save her,” I whispered, my body slackening with grief. “Tell me how to save her.”
I saw no other recourse as I watched Macy’s life leak out of her. As much as I hated my darkness, as much as I wanted to rid myself of her black, scorching heat, Macy needed to come first. And I knew my dark twin had the solution. 
I didn’t think she would listen. She played so many games and she considered me only a mere pawn for her twisted amusement—there was no way she would entertain my request. But I didn’t know what else to do. I needed to save her. I would do anything. 
Anything…? Came the whispered reply. 
“Yes. Yes! Please, help her.”
I didn’t even reflect over the consequences of my answer, or the debt that I would now owe to the dark demon within me. I didn’t care.
She unfolded inside of me, her heat a welcome reprieve as I took a mental step back and allowed her to push forward. 
My eyes began to glow unearthly gold, and I felt a pull as she moved those eyes to stare down at Macy. I watched as a rancid, puce-colored liquid lit up under Macy’s skin, trailing across her arms and legs like alien veins as my darkness directed the liquid up to the surface of her skin and pushed it towards her mouth. She coughed as the liquid clogged her throat, the bright neon trails fading as the last of the venom reached her tongue and ran out of her mouth. She turned her head, coughing hard as the slimy mass exited her mouth and hit the floor with a wet, smacking sound. 
Just as suddenly, the darkness vanished, leaving only a trail of heat in her wake. I blinked with surprise but quickly recovered as I turned my attention back to Macy, holding her up as she continued to cough up the vile liquid. I’d consider the consequences later. For now, Macy was back. Macy was alive. 
“Are you okay?” I asked, my eyes pleading as I searched her face. 
Macy reacted as I thought, my worst fears realized. 
“No. Get away from me. Get away from me!”
Macy turned, her arms and legs scrabbling around weakly as she grabbed onto the tracks to once again escape from me. To escape what I was. 
Tears trickled down my face as I hardened myself into doing what I had to do. For her own sanity, I reassured myself, I needed to do this. Selfishly however, I knew what my true reasons were. I couldn’t lose my only friend. 
 “Macy, I’m sorry. Please know that. I’m truly sorry.”
My broken voice caught her attention for only a moment, her eyes barely sparing me a glance before started to turn back around, but it was enough. 
The heat pulsed into my eyes, turning the ocean blue into liquid gold, mesmerizing Macy and melting her thoughts into calm, warm water as her body relaxed, her eyes turning black underneath the firelight as I continued to hold her stare. 
“You won’t remember this,” I said to her, my aching heart cracking through the melody. “You will go home and curl into bed. You will wake up thinking this was all a dream. And it was, Macy. This was just a dream. I would never hurt you.” 
Her eyes on mine, Macy stood up, her superficial wounds healing underneath my gaze. I rose up with her, resting my arms gently around her as I pulled her into my embrace and blurred forward, flying us through the subway tunnels, avoiding active trains and bursting up into the fresh air, until we reached the roof of her dorm, where I would let her go. 
She didn’t look at me as I released my hold on her and she turned around to sleepwalk through stairwell and down into her room. It was all I could do for her. 
It was all I could do for myself. 
Trembling and sobbing, I fell to my hands and knees, my stomach heaving with the hurt while even while my body reverberated with the new power. Three incredibly powerful demons now thrashed within me. I knew, with abysmal acceptance, that I was slowly turning. That I would soon turn. That was the sacrifice I had made to save her. 
I was a Cambion. 
I didn’t feel the net as it fell upon me. It was only when it tightened, when I was pulled off my feet and dragged across the stone roof that I realized I was trapped. 
It wasn’t a normal net, like someone would catch fish in. The fabric burned me as it touched my skin and tightened on my face. It burned. 
My animal instincts taking over, I fought at the net, but it only seemed to pull tighter, to burn higher, the more I struggled. 
A face soon formed above me. 
Through my slitted eyes, I studied him. He had brown wavy hair and was tall in stature. His skin was tanned, allowing the ice blue of his eyes to stand out in stark relief against the backdrop of the night. He was thin, lanky almost, with long, gangly limbs sticking out of his dark clothing. Despite the night, I could make out a tattoo spiraling out of his t-shirt and onto his neck.
“You’re…the Hunter,” I breathed through my scorching pain. 
He cocked his head at me as if amused. 
“Not quite,” he responded before I saw his fist come towards me.
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
The comforting blanket of unconsciousness had been a welcome escape for me these past few months, what with everyone wanting to put me there, but it was only inevitable that I would be forced to float back to the surface and face the danger in front of me.
I wasn’t disappointed. As I opened my heavy, overworked eyelids, I felt myself tied up once again in a seated position, pressed up against a cool, smooth surface that could only be some form of a concrete wall. Only this time, I felt hard, iron chains binding my wrists, lifting my hands and bolting them into the wall above me. 
It seemed these demons were smarter than the last ones. 
I attempted to free myself from the chains, the power stronger in me than it ever was before. To my frustration, I felt a sharp snap of fire so hot it felt like ice at every move I made to break through my restraints. 
I looked up, confused, every part of me telling me that I should easily break through iron and rip it apart like paper as I went. 
I could see that the iron binds on my wrist were inscribed with strange symbols that flashed purple every time I struggled. I gritted my teeth at the icy fire, and only then did I feel a painful tightness in my face. The net had burned my skin. I pictured my face being covered in the bloody shape of diamonds, like some sort of ugly, nightmarish clown. 
And I would be this demon’s nightmare, whenever he decided to show himself. 
I remembered the face that floated above me, so familiar to me but so foreign at the same time. I’d never seen him before. Had I? 
All my rattling must have drawn his attention because I soon made out a streak of light forming in the distance that illuminated a flight of stairs. Footsteps followed, falling softly as they descended. The door above was left open and it was the only source of light I had in this dungeon. I watched carefully as a figure soon took shape out of the shadows. 
I couldn’t mask my surprise when the shape revealed itself. 
“Asher?” I cried out with relief. “Asher! Oh, thank god. You have to get me out of here. Please, before he comes back.”
He remained still as a statue, his silver eyes a dull grey as he regarded me through the darkness. 
“Asher?” I tried again, my voice starting to tremble. 
“You’re a monster,” he said, breaking his silence. 
“No,” I said, trembling, my body shaking so hard my chains began to jingle softly. “No, you don’t understand. I’ve been trying—I don’t even know what…please, I know you understand me. I know you see me.”
Emotion flitted across his face at my last words, so fast I barely even caught it. 
“Yes. I’ve seen you. I’ve seen you for what you really are. I saw what you did in the subway tunnels.”
“Asher…” My heart twisted in agony underneath his stare. Then I remembered. “The children! I was trapped before I could get back to them. Are they okay?”
Asher seemed completely taken aback by my concern, his eyes darkening underneath his brows. He seemed to fight with himself before he finally said, “They’re fine. Gwyn found them, brought them back to their homes.”
Despite the fear, agony and pain flowing through every part of my body, I let out a sigh of relief. Asher reacted to my response by twisting his face away, but not before I caught the look of surprise on his face. 
“The only reason we’ve kept you alive is because we’ve never seen anything like you,” he continued, his voice toneless as he refused to look at me. “We had to study you.”
My head lowered until my chin almost touched my chest. I couldn’t look at him any longer. I couldn’t see the hatred in his hardened features for one more minute. 
“I’m a good person,” I whispered, my words almost collapsing in on themselves. “I survived this long because you care about me.”
“We’ll keep studying you before we kill you,” he continued, as if he couldn’t even hear the sorrow and hurt in my voice.
Pain cut across my face at those cold words, and I looked back up at him, my eyes wet. Every part of me screamed not to be weak in front of him, not to be defeated. But I also couldn’t ignore the deep connection I felt to him, a connection unlike any other. 
He’s the light in my darkness, I thought suddenly, brokenly. I must make him see. 
“Asher, we haven’t known each other for very long. But I know you feel it,” I said, forcing strength into my words. “We have something. You and I. We’re meant to be something.”
A muscle below his eyes jerked, betraying the only sign of emotion on his face. But instead of replying, he turned on his heel and made his way back up the stairs, this time with heavier footfalls. 
“No, come back. Please…” 
I couldn’t help but pull at the chains as I watched him leave, and I cried out as the icy pain blasted through me. 
At the sound of my cries, he stopped, but only for a moment. He held one foot in mid-air, fighting something, before he slammed that foot back down and continued up the stairs and shut the door. 
Let me out, the darkness whispered deep within my soul. Let me out and I will show him. We will desecrate. We will escape. 
“No,” I said aloud. “I won’t let you. Not him. Not him.”
Though I didn’t know what he was, or even the danger he posed to me, I wouldn’t hurt him. I knew right then that I would willingly die, suffering a long, tortured death, before I ever hurt him. 
Be prepared for that to happen, the dark flame said. 
Hours seemed to pass as I sat trapped in the pitch black, my body weakening with every minute that went by, the flashing purple symbols slowly sucking the life out of me. 
I shook myself out of my despairing thoughts when I heard another person approaching. This time the footsteps were lighter, almost giddy as they hopped down the steps and into my frame of vision. I squinted against the sharp line of light. I felt like a bat in a cave. 
When I could finally make out the figure, I growled with annoyance. I should have known. Gwyn. 
“Well, well, look what the cat dragged in,” she said, daring to step close to me, confident that I couldn’t hurt her. “I was wondering when you’d mess up.”
“I didn’t mess up,” I said to her, the familiar gold flashing out of my eyes. 
Her eyes widened at my show of power, but she otherwise continued to look unconcerned. “Oh, but you did. Liam described to me exactly what you looked like. What you turned into before you made your own personal bloodbath to soak in.” She paused, enjoying the dramatic effect it had. “You’re a grotesque, vile demon, just like the rest of them.”
I shook my head. “None of you understand. If you would just let me go, give me some time to explain…”
She scoffed at me. “There’s nothing to explain, Emily. Or Emelyne, I should call you. Yes,” she nodded, responding to the shock on my face. “We’ve looked into your past, found out your real name. Found out everything there was to know about your foul, pathetic mother.”
I roared at that, my voice so loud that the walls reverberated. She smiled, and I wanted to kick myself for rising to her bait. She knew what she was doing. She wanted to rile me up; she wanted me to show my dark side to Asher. She wanted Asher to hate me for the monster that she thought I was.
“Yes, there we go,” she smiled, her eyes glittering even in the shadows. “There’s the putrid creature I always knew you were hiding.”
She sidled up to me, never breaking her gaze from mine. I tried to use that against her and light my dark flame to access her soul, but every time I tried, the symbols would flare and I clenched with pain. “How does it feel to know that you’re responsible for your mother’s insanity? That it was because of you she drove off a bridge hoping to die?” She paused, enjoying the look on my face before she said, “She couldn’t stand you.” 
Gwyn’s words forced my mind back into the depths of my memories, memories that I had buried as deep as my soul would let me. Her words pushed those memories back to the surface, and I flinched at the images they brought with them. 
Gwyn was only reiterating thoughts that had been haunting me for twelve years, thoughts I had come to recognize as familiar as they slid around my mind like writhing black snakes, their fangs sinking deep into my brain as they spread their poison. You’re responsible. You did this to your mother.
Still, my heart lurched at Gwyn’s words and my throat swelled as I fought back tears and heard my own beliefs reiterated to me, Gwyn’s cold, calculating voice piercing my gut like a sharp, bloodied blade with every word she uttered. 
“I…I saved your life,” I whispered. 
She bent close to me, getting right in my face like so many creatures liked to do to me lately, her sweet peppermint breath caressing my cheek as she whispered softly, “I’ll enjoy watching you die, you disgusting thing.”
My breath caught when her hand snapped up and coiled around my neck, smashing my head back against the concrete and causing me to struggle against her, my hands thrashing uselessly in their binds, the icy fire raining through me like sharp shards of glass. I cursed my body for reacting that way. I wanted nothing more than to sit there stoically while staring her down, showing no pain or fear as she watched the life flicker out of me.  Instead, I flailed like a fish out of water, gasping desperately for oxygen. 
“Enough.”
The booming command made Gwyn halt immediately, though I didn’t miss the look of fury that crossed her face before she let go. What little part of my body that hadn’t been forced stiff from the chains slackened immediately as I gulped down air. 
In my peripheral vision, I saw two shadows come up behind Gwyn. They hit the light of the doorway, and I was able to see that it was the man who had netted me and dragged me here like an animal, and Asher. 
“You must be the one called Liam,” I said, coughing against the scratchiness in my throat. 
He tilted his head in a nod. “The one and only. These two troublemakers’ big brother.”
There were three of them. Three siblings. My stomach sank.
“The Chaser. The Trapper. The Hunter.” 
I whispered their true names, the meaning behind them feeling heavy in my soul. 
I wasn’t the Hunter. I was never meant to be the Hunter. 
I was destined to be a monster. 
Even I was surprised at the calmness in my voice, despite having my throat grabbed and twisted. 
All three pairs of eyes latched onto me, considering. 
“Well, she’s vile but quick,” Gwyn said, giving my leg an unnecessary kick before she walked towards Asher and Liam. My eyes flared gold in anger, but I remained just as still and calculating as they were. 
“You’re not the Hunter,” I said to her receding back, bracing myself for the reaction I knew I’d cause. Her vanity was just a mask she wore in order to hide her true insecurities. Although the old Emily would have softened at that realization, my current pained, aching mind only wanted to use it as a weapon.
I refused to wince as she reeled around. If her breath could have shot flames, I knew she would have directed all of the air she had in her at me. 
“Don’t you speak to me,” she said, her voice hissing. “I’m just as powerful as the Hunter. I can inflict just as much pain.”
To prove her point, she stomped back over to me and forced my chin up, her manicured nails digging into my already tender cheekbones. She forced my eyes up into hers, and without any ability to stop it, my mouth slackened with pain as my right elbow started to twist around in its socket. With my wrist held solid by the chains, my arm was unable to move with my elbow, and I screamed at the snap. 
“You’re not the only one with powers,” she whispered before breaking her gaze with mine and waltzing back to Asher and Liam. 
I whimpered, knowing my body wasn’t going to heal as fast with these symbols trapping me. I trembled in even more despair when I realized that Gwyn was able to touch me and not feel any burn. These symbols that trapped me were powerful. For the first time in as long as I could remember, I started to feel real, terrifying fear. I couldn’t help but look up at Asher and continue pleading with him with my eyes. Make it stop, I begged, just make it stop. 
Before my darkness kills you all. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
“Asher,” I said, my arms clanging uselessly against the chains as he continued to stare at me with cool indifference. “You know I’m not a monster, that I’m not evil. I’m fighting for my soul. There’s something that’s trying to control me, to swallow me. But I’m fighting it,” I said, sobbing to him. “I’m fighting it. I know you understand what that’s like. I know you do.”
He didn’t even flinch. His arm didn’t even so much as twitch. My heart screamed as my mind forced me to come to the conclusion that I had lost him. 
But I refused to look away from him. If he was going to kill me, then I would make him watch my pain as he did it; I would make him see the sorrow and betrayal in my eyes as he destroyed me. I continued to stare at Asher even as I heard Liam approach, his head cocked to the side as he studied me like a rat. 
“I say we let her go,” he said. “It’s no fun this way. We can’t truly test what she can do. Or what we can do to her.” He lifted his arms, spreading them wide as he looked down at me. “The net’s not my only special weapon, you know.” Smile. “You may have the burn, demon. But I have the rest of the elements.”
He sucked in a large breath, taking in more amounts of air than I had ever seen in a person. I was forced to break my gaze from Asher’s when I looked over at Liam, fascinated, as he continued to suck in copious amounts of air in one single breath. Too late, I realized that all the air he was building inside of him would have to come out just as forcefully. 
His eyes widened unnaturally as he began to expel the air from his mouth, causing such a gale force wind that my body painfully snapped back, my broken right arm searing with pain as my torso flattened against the wall behind me. 
My back began to press so hard into the concrete behind me that a spider web of cracks began to form around me. And it was cold, so cold that even the dark flame within me began to sputter. 
I am so sick of this, I thought as the shards of ice that formed in the wind hit me and cut deep into my skin. I am so sick of being trapped, of being prey. 
There had to be something I could do to get myself out of this. I am, allegedly, the most powerful demon there ever was, a destroyer of worlds, and yet I couldn’t even break myself out of being chained to a wall? 
The answer came to me in a sudden, agonizing wave.
Let me out, she whispered, Let me take over…
For once, I didn’t shoot her down. I gazed through my frozen eyelashes at my captors, all of them stone-faced. All them ready to torture and kill me. 
“Don’t make me do this,” I whispered to them, so low that I almost didn’t think they caught it.  
Gwyn laughed. “Don’t make you do what? You’re already a monster. You were born a monster.” 
“Let me speak with her alone.”
His voice startled me just as much as it startled the other two. Gwyn and Liam looked over at Asher with open surprise on their faces. 
“What do you think you’re going to solve?” Liam asked Asher.
“Let me speak with her,” Asher repeated, his tone just as sharp and filled with warning. 
Gwyn huffed out in annoyance, but she did as he asked. She made her way back up the stairs, but not before shooting me a look of such scathing hate that I flinched, the fragile shards of ice that had formed on my skin cracking as I moved. Liam followed her reluctantly, saying to Asher as he passed him, “You’re making a mistake.”
“I’ve already made the mistake,” Asher replied faintly. 
As soon as the basement door shut behind them, we were blanketed in silence, not even our breath making a sound. My chest remained tight as I watched Asher, standing so close to me yet remaining so far away. 
“Asher,” I whispered, breaking the shroud of silence. 
In answer, he walked towards me and bent down, his eyes level with mine. In that moment, when his face was so close to mine, I felt a sudden, faint shred of hope sparkle within me. His eyes, always so cold and flat whenever he looked at me, his face, always shrouded in stony silence, now blazed with overpowering, inescapable longing.
“Stay with me,” I said, my voice rising and falling with every sharp intake of breath I took. “Be with me.” 
I paused as I kept my gaze locked with his, trying to convey to him everything that I was feeling; every ounce of turmoil, torment and destruction that had been drowning me, before I breathed to him, “Save me.”
He trembled as he continued to hold my gaze, and through my tears I saw him lift up his hand and raise it towards my face. I closed my eyes as his palm moved to caress my frozen cheek, feeling an uncontrollable need to feel his skin on mine, a touch I had been so desperately yearning for. With his touch, he could make me whole again. He was my light. He was my everything. 
I cried out in agony when his skin finally met mine. His hand seemed to burn right through my soul and leave it in tangled, shredded tatters. Tears coursed down my face as I screamed in denial over what had just happened. What his touch had done to me. 
Burned, shivering and barren, I opened my eyes and met his. I let out a wrenching sob when I saw the raw pain in his gaze transform into arctic, murderous ice. 
“You really are a demon.” His voice broke with his answer, his eyes tightening and quivering as he stared at me with hurt and horror. 
“Asher, no...” I said through the pain. “No...you touched me once, remember? You touched me without pain.”
He stood up, his gaze cold and hard as he looked down at me. He had shut himself off; he had shut himself away into a windowless, black box as soon as he had touched me and the truth went scorching through him. 
“You were weak then. You were human,” he replied, his soft voice still managing to be sharp as knives. “If you had just stayed there, if you had just let it die, you would’ve stayed human.” His face looked pained. “But instead you left. You left and took more souls. You’re no longer human.” 
“But…”
I wanted to deny it. I was going to deny it—until I remembered. The clenching pain, the thoughts of just wanting to die as I lay in bed in his house, curling up and begging for release. Asher’s words made me realize that I wouldn’t have died there. Not me. Not Emily. The only thing that was dying that night, the only thing that was growing weaker, fading…was my darkness. I would have survived. 
The realization was like a knife twisting into my stomach and ripping up into my chest. 
Damn you, Derek. 
He didn’t let me lose my darkness when he came in and carried me to more souls. He forced me to become it. He wanted me to become it. 
And now, with Asher staring at me with so much hurt, so much hate, I just wanted to lose myself.
I had lost him. I had lost my light. 
Without another word, Asher turned and made his way silently up the stairs, my blurred, tortured eyes following him as he walked away from me.
I tilted my head up when a shaft of light broke through the blackness, and I squinted with terror and shame as the three of them descended back down to me. My time had come. 
Gwyn walked up to me confidently, and even had the gall to stroke my hair like I was a young, upset child that she wanted to pacify. She bent down so her lips almost touched my face. She blew out a sharp puff of air into my eyes, causing me to flinch back and knock my head against the cracked concrete. She laughed softly at my reaction, as if she were a spoiled five-year-old teasing a caged, helpless animal at the zoo. 
“You were never meant to live,” she whispered as she raised her hand and tucked a loose tendril of hair behind my ear. 
I was never supposed to live. 
Her opinion of me, said so cavalierly, an opinion that had resided inside of me like a rotten, poisoned apple for all of these years finally sent me over the edge. I didn’t have to call upon the darkness when I twisted sideways, caught her wrist with my teeth and chomped down. 
She wailed, her cries high-pitched and squealing as she ripped her wrist out of my mouth and held it to her chest, large red streaks splattering onto the floor. 
“And I didn’t even need my fangs for that,” I said through a bloody smile. 
“You monster! You disgusting monster!”
“You’re going to have to find new words to describe me,” I said as I turned my head to the side to spit out her blood, “The monster crap is getting old.” 
With that, I used the immobile chains on my wrists to help my body lift my legs up high, fighting hard against the pain that lashed through me as the symbols reacted to my every movement. My legs clamped around Gwyn’s waist, and I used the muscles in my upper torso and the stability of my shackled wrists to raise my body up further and slam her into the wall above me before bringing her back down hard upon the ground, one leg pressed firmly against her neck and the other held firm behind her head. The symbols glowed harshly, reacting to my physical efforts by scorching their own power through my body in a blinding attempt to stop me. I bit down on my cheeks hard, refusing to scream in agony in front of them. My legs trembled as I forced them to continue pressing down on Gwyn’s neck, but I wouldn’t let them see. I would fight against my weakness. I would fight against them.
Liam and Asher reacted quickly. They were already positioned to fire something back at me, Liam probably preparing to call upon his ice-wind and Asher… I wasn’t sure what he could do. Yet. Regardless, my voice halted them both. 
“Release me,” I said, feeling a little piece of my soul drifting away. “Or I’ll snap her neck.”
“You don’t mean that.”
I tried not to react to his voice. Asher was coiled like a predator, ready to leap forward like a snake, but his eyes had softened when I looked over at him. I wept inside at seeing the Asher I knew look back at me. 
“Emily. You don’t mean that,” he said again. 
“I don’t want to,” I admitted, my voice shaking. “But you’re leaving me with no other choice.”
I sensed movement to my left and tightened my hold on Gwyn’s neck. She cried out, causing Liam to stop in his tracks. 
“If something happens to one of you, you all lose,” I continued, my voice tremulous. “Don’t make me do it. I don’t want to do it.”
This caused Asher to look at me with confusion, conflicting emotions flickering across his face as he tried to understand my words. I jumped at his hesitation and continued with my desperate attempt to persuade him. “I’m telling you the truth, Asher. I don’t want to do this.” A sob escaped my throat. “But if I’m forced to, I will. Let me go.”
I saw Liam look over to Asher, who kept his gaze on me, steady and in control. I latched onto his gaze, trying to convey to him my internal conflict. 
“Please,” I said hoarsely, never taking my eyes off of Asher. 
He gave an imperceptible nod over to Liam. It was enough for Liam to release his stiff, defensive posture and walk over to me, laying his hands across the iron cuffs at my wrists. The pain disappeared when the symbols faded, though I still remained bound against the wall. 
“Back up,” I said to him as soon as he finished. 
Liam hesitated, as if daring me. For a few seconds I had to try to come to terms with myself that I might have to kill two of them, but he eventually relented and moved back to his position beside Asher. 
In one fluid motion, I untangled my legs from Gwyn and broke through the now plain iron cuffs and chains, sending them clattering across the floor and landing at Asher’s feet. I gave him one last, longing look filled with heartache before I slammed through the cracked concrete wall behind me, rising up from the ground and into the night. 
In those last final seconds of looking at Asher, I knew, without a doubt, that he was just as tortured as I was, that he felt just as connected to me as I did to him. 
I didn’t for one second believe, as I flew through the night with tears sliding off my face and dissolving into the wind, that he would follow me into my dark abyss. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 
I was wrong. 
I felt Asher slam into me from behind, sending us sprawling and rolling hard over the deserted street. It must have been those rare few hours before dawn, when the city streets actually emptied and the sounds of cars became even more faint. The streetlights flowed over my body as I hit the curb with a thud, my left shoulder cracking under the impact, but healing just as quickly now that those symbols weren’t affecting me. I flew upright, facing him before he could attack me again. 
There he was, my light, standing across from me, his breath coming out in short bursts as he regarded me with his head lowered, his arms out to his sides and his hands clenched into fists. 
“You know I can’t let you go, Emily,” he said, his eyes once again flashing silver. 
“You know I can’t let you kill me,” I said. “Not yet. Nobody, no one knows who I am anymore. My kind no longer exists. What you know of me could be wrong. Maybe I am
good. Maybe I can beat this.”
“I can’t take that chance with you. You know that.”
“You don’t even know what I am.”  
“But you know what I am.” 
His voice, so flat yet filled with so much emotion, as if he were, before my very eyes, accepting the conflict within himself and finally choosing a side. 
“You’re the Hunter,” I said, my voice strangely calm as I said it, my dulcet tones rising with his true name on my tongue. “It’s your voice I’ve been hearing in my head. Every time…every time I confront a demon.”
“Yes.” He paused, and I saw him wrestle within himself before finally saying, “And therefore your enemy.”
“I’m not just a demon.” I was still strangely determined to convince him that I was not evil. That I was not becoming my darkness. 
She seethed within me, twisting and writhing. She wanted out, and soon. I wasn’t sure, with the Hunter in such threatening proximity to me, how much longer I could hold her. My heart tore at the thought of hurting him. 
“You’re a demon,” he said. “I can’t ignore it.”
“You know me, Asher. You’ve seen me as I am. I’m not my darkness. I’m me, I’m Emily. You’ve got to trust that I can fight this.”
He shook his head, and I sensed the sorrow in it. “It’s not my choice. You can no longer live, Emily.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. I am meant to live.”
I said it with such conviction that my heart rose up with my words. With everything that had happened in this one short day, I had finally found the answer to the most important question: I was going to live, and I was going to fight. I would prove to everyone that I wasn’t a monster. 
Our exchange of words was over. I could tell by the rigid set of his shoulders that my pleas weren’t going to break through his convictions. I stood at the ready, prepared to fight him but never to kill him. I would do what I had to, but I would stop short of killing him. 
The dark flame pushed against me in defiant fury. 
Asher stood frozen, and I remained in my position, confused. Trepidation crept down my neck, Derek’s teachings of the Hunter’s invincibility coming into the forefront of my mind as I eyed Asher warily. 
He stared hard at me, his silver eyes beginning to glow an unnatural sterling as the ground began to rumble beneath our feet. 
My eyes widened when I felt a pull within me, almost like a magnet as my tendons began to stretch like accordions, reforming themselves into taught strings under my skin as they were forced to move forward by Asher’s silent command.
I wouldn’t let him see me cry out in pain as my body fought within itself. I stumbled forward, my feet betraying me as they pressed toward him. 
And then, just as suddenly, it stopped. My tendons snapped back into place and I had control of my limbs once more. I looked up at him in suspicion, unsure why he gave me my control back, and it was then that I knew. 
Staring back at me, with glowing silver eyes and an elongated mouth filled with sharp rows of deadly teeth, stood Asher. His skin blazed with an effervescent light that I had come to know all too well. 
He had absorbed my power. He had mirrored my demon. 
That was his weapon. 
Asher became a blur as he flew towards me and grabbed me by the neck in one swift movement, his arm lifting me high in the air as his hand dug into my throat and began to cut off my air supply.  
My body instinctively fought for survival as I tried to ignore the spikes of burning pain from his hand on my skin. My legs clamped around his waist and forced him off-balance, sending both of us toppling to the ground and rolling sideways. I threw my hands up in defense, attempting to push his fangs away from my neck at the same time that I tried to twist away from him. I grimaced as my body and mind were torn in two. 
She battled against me, ricocheting through my head and screaming to be released. My focus was forced to turn to her. She used that to her advantage, coming to the surface in quick bursts, my eyes flashing with her power and then receding as I tore between battling him and holding her back. She was becoming stronger and her black smoke was beginning to cloud my mind. My body slackened only momentarily as I used all my energy to send her spiraling backwards in one giant surge of white flame. 
In that instant, Asher could have seen his chance. But instead of bracing myself against a vicious strike as he took advantage of my distraction, I was suddenly clutching at the empty air around me. 
I looked around in surprise, unsure where Asher went or if I had somehow unintentionally evaporated him. I stood up unsteadily, my body poised to fight this new, unseen threat. The silence of the night blanketed over me, broken only by my heavy breathing as I scanned my surroundings. 
The silence was shattered when I heard a rush of air above me. I looked up and saw Asher barreling towards me, his eyes flashing like lightning as he thundered out of the sky. 
I twisted my body and shot sideways, just barely escaping the impact as he crashed into the asphalt and sent chunks of hardened tar flying across the roadway and into the cars that were parked on either side. Car alarms wailed, lights turned on in apartments. I had to end this before we were discovered. 
I used my heightened abilities to burst forward, becoming a blur as I shot upwards into the sky in an attempt to escape him.
I couldn’t keep fighting him. If I did, I would probably kill him.  
I heard him behind me and tried to veer left when my ears pricked up at his oncoming presence to my right. 
I really should have known better than to think I could outmaneuver him. 
He sensed my movements at the same time, and was able to preempt me. He crashed into me, sending both of us sprawling onto a high-rise rooftop. 
I writhed away from him and into a standing position, stumbling over the cracked concrete as I tried to leap forward and into the night again. 
My only choice was to run. I couldn’t fight him in this weakened state—as Emily Chaucer. I couldn’t fight his dark demon without my own darkness, but I wouldn’t set her free. I couldn’t watch as she killed him. 
All she wanted to do was kill him. 
I clenched my teeth at the pain she shot fire through me, and I buckled. Her flames were so hot, so hot. I braced myself against a stone wall as I fell, crying out in agony. 
He was upon me in seconds, his body shrouding mine as his hands sunk more fire into my neck, his fangs mere inches from my face. 
“I’m…I’m sorry…Asher,” I fought to say through my struggle for air, my eyes sheening over with anguish as he clenched tighter around my throat, the burn of his skin on mine shooting straight into my heart. 
Through the pain, I lifted my hand and cupped it around his face, this time expecting the blaze of agony at touching his skin, but none came. Astonished, I let my hand remain, trembling and cold against his soft, curved cheekbone. 
As my last breath escaped me, my eyes softened on his. 
He faltered. 
The darkness shot forward.
She took me over as fast as a crack of thunder, my muscles hardening, my mouth reshaping into a lethal weapon. She tore away my hand that was cupping his face and sent my elbow crashing down onto his forearm, loosening his vise-like grip on my neck. He pitched forward and she caught him by his neck before lifting him up and throwing him over me, sending him flying to the very edge of the building, his feet sliding over and dangling in the air for a few, frightening seconds. My heart ached as I watched him pull himself back onto the roof, struggling to stand, scattering broken shards of concrete as he staggered out of the debris.
My body pulsed, the last three demons fueling my darkness to such an extent that her power reached new heights. I battled to regain control, but her strength was unparalleled. 
Before Asher was able to right himself, she cupped my hands in front of me and I watched as black smoke started to unfurl between my fingers. I felt the air around me thicken as the black smoke formed into a swirling dark cloud above.  Before I could even fathom the true nature of her growing powers, she hurled the black storm cloud into Asher, sending him crashing back to the edge of the roof. This time, his whole body flew over, his hands clutching the edge as he dangled fifty-stories over the city.  
Don’t kill him! I cried. 
The darkness barely listened as I felt my body make its way towards him. As my body peered down at him, my feet so close to his trembling fingers, he looked up at me, and my stomach twisted at seeing him so broken. 
But I didn’t have to worry for long. 
Once my body was close enough, he shot up and slammed into my mid-section. We flew backwards, blasting back onto the roof, creating another deep gash as we landed. 
When he touched me, once again lacing his fingers around my neck, his skin furiously burned through me. I gasped at the pain as the darkness reached my hand up to touch him in return, forcing my hand around his neck and feeling his Adam’s apple give way beneath my palm. This time, it burned him just as badly. All three of us trembled in pain, yet we didn’t release each other. 
She had never met her match before, and it made some sort of divine sense that it would be him. That it would be Asher. 
He pressed his hand harder into in my neck, crushing my larynx as his eyes bored into mine. They were so bright I thought I would be blinded, until I realized that my eyes must have been having the same effect on him. 
Our faces came closer together, our jaws snapping and teeth flashing at each other against the city lights. 
She tightened her own grip on his neck, and I was able to feel the tearing of his skin and the crush of his delicate bones as she maintained her hold on him. His grip began to slacken as sweat began to dot his brow, his arms beginning to tremble. 
I realized with heavy despair that the darkness had him. 
She forced my face upwards and into his, her teeth grazing his cheek as she snapped at him, leaving bloody trails of red in her wake. 
The pleasure of tasting his warm Hunter’s blood on my tongue rocketed through me, lighting a fiery explosion within my body at the same time I fought to suppress my own clenching need for his blood.
The silver in his eyes flickered, in and out, in and out, fading like a dying firefly. I could only wonder if his power was waning because he couldn’t hold the dark force of a demon for long. Perhaps that was why three of them were needed. The Trine. My humanity.
Don’t kill him! Just let us get away, I continued to plead. Don’t kill him… 
The darkness was too deeply entrenched in her fury. I fought for control, distracting her as I struggled against her flames and held down her need to tear at Asher’s throat. 
She fought back just as hard, and I felt actual pain as I pressed myself up against her, trying to pierce through the murky fog of her own dark soul that writhed within me. 
I thought of him. 
I thought of Asher, flashing back to when I first saw him, his eyes so shadowed. I thought of our first conversation and the automatic pull I had felt when I was with him. I remembered the feelings he brought into my life: warmth, tenderness, understanding, strength. He was my humanity. He was my soul. 
It was a connection. Our connection. I wouldn’t break it. Not tonight. 
I felt the familiar white light form inside me and I reached for it, drawing it forward and allowing it to spread, smothering my dark twin and feeding my light, revitalizing my soul as it pulsed out of my body and encased me, transformed me, and protected me. 
I opened my eyes through the white light, suddenly finding myself back in control. I felt my lips slide back to normal as my fangs receded and my face softened back into a human. My eyes filled with tears as I looked up through the residual glow to see the monster I had made Asher become. His eyes bulged and his fangs glinted with the demon strength that he so loathed, his muscles tensed and hardened with his own dark acceptance of the very evil that he so mercilessly fought against. I let go of his neck and gently wrapped my arms around him, bringing his monstrous face closer to mine. 
I was vulnerable, I was exposed, but I was me. I was Emily. 
“Asher,” I whispered against his fangs. “Asher, please.”
Even through their blinding, sterling glow, I saw the shock in his eyes at seeing me, at seeing the face that he knew and the true Emily behind it. He raised his eyes to mine and held them, capturing me. 
“Emily…” he groaned through his fangs.
My gaze softened as I watched his fangs recede, his eyes fading from a flashing white gold to a tempered grey, like the quiet calm after a storm. His cheekbones receded and reformed into that unforgettable, beautiful face that would stay with me, always.
He looked at me, his eyes so filled with pain, and I gazed back, allowing him to see my torture, my torment. 
And I knew. 
I tilted my chin upwards, my lips meeting his. 
I felt a flash and then an explosion of colors behind my eyes as we connected. I put everything I had into that kiss. My childhood, my dreams, my heart, and my soul—every fiber of my being converging into that singular kiss. I wanted to show him all of me, to leave myself exposed before I accepted what I now knew was inevitable. 
What I now knew was my destiny.
I wouldn’t sacrifice anyone else.  I knew that above all, in the place of others, in the place of Macy, in the place of him, I would gladly sacrifice myself. 
“I’m not a monster…” I breathed into his mouth. 
I felt a sharp pain in my stomach as an answer. 
It turned out the Hunter had a weapon after all. 
I felt the life drain out of me through the wound at the center of my body.  My blood flowed around the silver spear imbedded within me, the cold steel of the Hunter ripping into my skin. He remained on top of me, watching my eyes sputter with gold, my dying gaze framed by the purple glow of his weapon. I stared back at him, barely blinking and finally seeing what he had been trying desperately to hide from me this entire time. 
The pain, the responsibility, the loneliness, and most importantly, the love. 
“I’m sorry, Emily,” he whispered, kissing my lips one more time as I began to fade into unconsciousness. 
The last thing I remember seeing before allowing the sweet, silent blackness to overtake me, the last picture I would forever hold onto, was finally seeing the warmth in his gaze before his head dipped down, resting his forehead against my collarbone as he felt my life slip away. 
 



 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
 
I woke up, gasping for air and feeling more pain than I had ever thought possible. I glanced around me and saw that I was back in my Secret Clubhouse, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember how I had gotten there.
I sat amongst the gymnasium debris, breathing slowly and sorting through my thoughts to try and remember. 
I had come face to face with three demons. I had saved Macy and selfishly erased her memories of the monster that I was. And...Asher. 
Oh, Asher… 
It finally came to me in a sudden burst of heart-wrenching understanding. 
Asher was the Hunter. Asher, the one soul I think I was falling in love with, was now my worst enemy. My stomach sank with the realization of it, my heart shattering into tiny, jagged pieces. 
I raised my hand to my head, hoping to quell the pounding ache that pulsed into my brain and seemed to shoot out of my soul, and it was then that I realized, with slow, painstaking fear, that I couldn’t feel my hand on my forehead. I couldn’t even lift my hand. 
My mouth began to make sounds, but the voice that came out of it, though my own, was not being used by me. 
Dread rushed through me as I realized, with growing clarity, that the rumbling laughter that was shaking my body was not my own. 
“Killing you only made me stronger,” she said, enjoying every moment as the consequences of my actions began to sink in. “Why do you think I allowed you to come forward in the end…?”
No, I cried, though my mouth didn’t move and my voice did not make a sound. 
“Welcome to the darkness, dear Emily,” she said, using my mouth, taking control of my voice. 
I wailed inside, and if my voice were my own, I knew the force of it would have come out like the gods, snaking through the buildings, calling to the dark clouds and thundering into the skies. 
But all that met me was my own silence.
I was no longer me. 
I was the darkness. 
I was evil. 
“Time to show you what I can do,” she said softly, before rocketing up through the roof and into the black, starless night. 
 



 
 
EPILOGUE
 
He’d left her. 
He would leave her forever alone, to suffer in never-ending torment, to beg for the fires of Hell to consume her, to destroy her once and for all. 
She lay on the shower floor for hours upon hours, until the very last drop of searing heat from the shower transformed into an icy blast, and she remained there, shivering, her teeth chattering, her fingers trembling against the freezing tiled floors. 
Eventually she was able to stand up, her fingers clawing and slipping against the tiled walls as her legs weakly unfolded beneath her. Standing, she lay against the cool ceramic tiles for a while longer, breathing in and out, in and out, droplets of water sliding down her face and nestling in the cupid’s bow of her upper lip before dropping silently onto the floor. 
She stumbled out of the shower, nearly falling back onto the floor, but able to right herself against the towel railing. There she turned, leaning forward onto the sink so she could face her clear, haggard reflection in the mirror above it. 
She paused, but only for a moment, as she stared deep into her own eyes, as if she could find the shattered soul that she knew lay beneath. But she could not. 
With one last, final breath of sorrow, she broke her gaze from her reflection and lowered her head. Raising her right hand, she lifted it towards her reflection, her fingers caressing the cool, mirrored glass before she brought her hand slowly, achingly back towards her. 
She lowered her hand until finally, she brought it to rest on the rounded, growing curve of her abdomen. 
There, she let it remain. 
 
THE END
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