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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I glance up from the book I’m reading as a tray slides next to my own on the cafeteria table. “What up, Ash?” I close the book in my hand, sitting it next to my tray. “Nothing much, Cam.” He picks up the book, flipping it over and glancing at the cover. “How do you have the time to read for pleasure?”  
 
    I give a shrug as I take a bite of my sandwich. “I enjoy reading.” He makes a psh noise as he picks up his pizza. Ron places his tray across the table from us, sliding his chair out. “Are you really reading during lunch?” I let out an annoyed sigh. “Yes, guys. I happen to like reading. It’s the only reason I went into this line of work.” Ron rolls his eyes as he lifts his sandwich to his mouth.  
 
    “Why don’t you put the book down tonight and come out with us? We’re going over to that new club on twelfth.” I shake my head slightly as I finish chewing. “I can’t. I’ve got thirty manuscripts I need to get through in the next two weeks.” Cam raises an eyebrow at me with a look of annoyance. “Come on, dude. You’re the golden boy around here. We all know as soon as a position becomes available, you’ll be in senior editing. What’s one night?”                
 
    I shake my head again. Unlike my coworkers, making senior editor is my dream. “Told y’all he’d say no.” I glance over to Bobby as he sits next to Ron, giving me a knowing grin. “Besides, woman aren’t really you’re thing, right?” I glare at him across the table. It’s not that I wouldn’t like to meet a woman, I just don’t have the time with my workload. Nor do I have the time to sit here with this pompous ass making insinuations.  
 
    “I mean, with a name like Ashley you’ve got to be into dudes. Right?” The muscle in my jaw ticks as I glare across the table at him. “Are you seriously trying to say that I’m into men based off my name? When did we go back to fucking high school?” Cam and Ron laugh loudly as Bobby and I stare each other down. He breaks his eyes from mine first, giving a shrug. “I just assumed. You never go out with us, so I figured that was why.”  
 
    I finish my sandwich while listening to the three of them talk about how many women they’re going to bag tonight. “Sure you don’t want to come, Ash?” I look at Cam from the corner of my eye. Maybe taking one night away from work would be a good idea. A recharge of sorts. “Alright. What time are y’all going?” He slaps his hand on my shoulder with a wide grin on his face. “Seven.” 
 
    I shrug his hand as I stand, lifting my tray from the table and tucking my book under my arm. “Sounds good.” I stride away from the table, dumping my trash in the bin and placing my tray on top. “Make sure you change out of your old man suit before you meet us.” I don’t even bother replying to Bobby’s jab.  
 
    Unlike the rest of us, the only reason the little punk has a job here is because his Mom is one of the senior editors. I make my way back to my cubicle on the third floor, sliding into my desk chair and placing my book in the top drawer before getting back to the manuscript I’m currently reading. I’m over halfway through the book, and even though it’s not my preferred genre to read, I know I’ll be sending it upstairs to one of the senior editors.  
 
    These paranormal books are popular with the young adult readers, and a sexy, as the author puts it, demon hunter is just the right story to make big money. Personally, I need more depth to a book, and more reality. Things that are make believe don’t appeal to me, but whatever sells is what gets published.  
 
      
 
    As I finish my second manuscript of the day I glance at the clock on my computer. “Oh, shit.” I look around the mostly dark office, finding myself alone. I shut my computer off, grab my book from the top drawer and make my way toward the elevator. It’s not unusual for me to be the last one to leave, but since I agreed to meet the guys at the club, I had planned to at least leave on time today.  
 
    I grab my cell phone from my pocket as it vibrates, finding a text from Cam. “Where the hell are you?” I type out a quick reply, briskly walking through the lobby toward the exit. “Be there soon.” I step out onto the sidewalk, walking toward my apartment to change clothes. With the sun starting to set, the crisp, fall air makes for a great walk home.  
 
    I jog up the four flights of stairs, pulling my keys from my pocket and unlocking the front door. I toss my keys to the kitchen counter, placing the current book I’m reading next to it, before walking through the living room toward my bedroom. My place screams bachelor pad. One couch, a TV, and three bookcases overflowing with some of my favorite novels. Well, maybe it screams nerdy bachelor pad. 
 
    I pull the closet door open in my bedroom, scanning the contents. Flipping through countless dress pants, button up shirts, and suits before finding a pair of jeans. At twenty-five, single, and somewhat looking, I really should own more casual clothing. I slip the low-rise jeans on, pull a pair of worn Converses from the back of the closet and slip a vintage T-shirt on.  
 
    Quickly I step into the bathroom, putting a bit of styling product in my hair and brushing my teeth. I glance at the watch on my wrist. Seven fifteen.  
 
      
 
    I step out of the cab on twelfth street, hearing the loud music from the club already. I shoot Cam a quick text, letting him know I’m here as I wait in the short line to enter. I pass the bouncer a twenty when it’s my turn and step inside, glancing around the large room, instantly realizing this is not my scene. The loud techno music vibrates the floor as I walk toward the bar, and the strobe lights, and bubble machine on the dance floor screams the year two thousand. 
 
    I shake my head as I find an empty bar stool. “What are you having?” A pretty brunette yells across the bar at me. “Bourbon. On the rocks.” She gives me a thumbs up as she turns away. I look over my shoulder to the crowded dance floor, spotting Bobby grinding against a girl who looks to be about half a day over legal age. I roll my eyes as he slaps his hand against her ass, letting out a whooping sound as she gives him a seductive smile over her shoulder.  
 
    “That’s ten dollars.” I turn back to the bar as the brunette woman places a tumbler in front of me. Pulling my wallet from my back pocket I pass her my credit card. “Start a tab.” She nods as she snatches my card, turning away from me. I glance over as a hand lands on my shoulder, Cam sliding onto the bar stool next to mine. “This place is crazy!” He yells over the loud music with a wide grin.  
 
    I nod in agreement. I’m sure most people my age would love this cess pool of causal hookups, but it just doesn’t appeal to me. Call me a hopeless romantic, but I can’t see myself finding the person I’m meant to spend the rest of my life with, in a place like this. “Where’s Ron?” Cam chuckles, shaking his head lightly. “Last I saw he was being dragged to the bathroom by two dime pieces.”  
 
    I shake my head too as I lift my tumbler to my lips, but for a different reason. We’re all too old for this shit. Well, except Bobby. He’ll probably be gracing establishments such as this well into his forties. Cam pushes his shoulder into my own and I look over to him. He has a broad smile on his face as he looks out onto the dance floor. “I think I see my next heart ache. I’ll catch you later, man.” 
 
    I give him a nod as he slides off the bar stool, leaving me alone with my drink. I lift my empty glass to the bartender, her holding up one finger in acknowledgment. I look out of the corner of my eye as a woman slides onto the seat that Cam was in. She looks me full on, giving me a kind smile. “Is this seat taken?” I shake my head as the bartender slides a drink in front of me. The woman next to me offers her hand toward me. I turn my head to look at her fully.  
 
    She’s petite, red, curly hair, light eyes rimmed with dark frame glasses and a cute face. “I’m Emily.” I take her hand in mine, giving her a small smile. “Ashley.” She tilts her head to the side, her brows narrowing slightly. “Ashley?” I brace myself for the ‘girly name’ jokes I’ve heard all my life. “You must be a hell of a man. Kind of like that song.” She snaps her fingers together a few times, looking like she’s thinking.  
 
    “A boy named Sue!” Her eyes widen as she remembers the song title. I chuckle lightly, knowing the song all too well. When I was young and complaining of the constant jokes I received from classmates, my Dad would remind me of the old country song. “Exactly.” She lets out a small laugh, giving me a charming smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ashley.”    
 
    She orders a drink and stares toward the bar. “My friends dragged me here tonight. This isn’t exactly my scene.” I turn slightly toward her. “Mine too. I feel like I’m too old for this crowd.” She laughs as she nods her head in agreement. “Me too. At twenty-four, I’d much rather be at home, reading or writing, not being sexually assaulted on a dance floor by sloppy drunk men looking for a one-night fling.” She turns to me, a sexy smile on her face. “That sounds terrible doesn’t it?”  
 
    I shake my head quickly as I turn my stool to face her. “Not at all. I’d much rather be somewhere quieter with a book.” Her eyes widen as she reaches toward me, placing a hand on my forearm. “A cute guy who likes to read? Maybe I’m not too old to be here.” My own smile widens as I look into her eyes.  
 
    We sit at the bar together, drinking and talking about books and her writing. “I know I should branch into the young adult genre if I’m ever going to get published, but I can’t seem to force myself to write about some damsel in distress falling for a mythical creature. You know?” I chuckle at her words as I nod. “I totally get it. I’m a junior editor and I read at least ten books along that line a week.”  
 
    A hand lands on my shoulder. I turn my head, squinting at Cam. He gives me a wicked smile as he gestures his head to the girl next to him whose shoulders his arm is draped around. “Me and Courtney are calling it a night. I’ll see you Monday.” The girl giggles drunkenly. “My name is Kelsey.” He shrugs his free shoulder before turning them both and heading for the exit.  
 
    I turn back to the bar, throwing back the remainder of my bourbon and sliding the glass away. “Do you want to grab something to eat? I’ve had way too much to drink tonight.” I give Emily a soft smile, offering her my hand as I stand. “I’d love to. What do you have in mind?” She grips my hand, lacing her fingers through mine. “I know this great Mexican place a few blocks over. It’s my absolute favorite!” 
 
    I grin down at her as we weave through the crowded dance floor. What are the chances I’d find a great woman who loves to read, and loves my favorite food? It’s like the sun and moon aligned perfectly in my favor and dropped her in front of me. I glance up, noticing we’re not walking toward the front of the building toward the exit. Stopping, I pull her hand slightly, hiking my thumb over my shoulder with a sideways grin. “The exit’s this way.” 
 
    She steps toward me, a sexy smirk on her face as she grabs my other hand, walking backwards toward the hallway where the restrooms are located. “The backdoor will put us closer to the restaurant.” She drops one of my hands, pulling me through the crowd until we’re in the low-lit hallway. She glances at me over her shoulder, giving me a devious smile as she pushes the bar on the door at the end of the hall. The sign above reads emergency exit only.   
 
    We stumble into a dark alleyway, both of us laughing at our faltered steps. She turns to me, stepping into me until her chest is against me and pushes up on her tiptoes. I smile down at her, lowering my face toward hers. “You were too easy.” She whispers between us. I pull back from her, my brows drawn together in confusion at her remark as I stare down at her.  
 
    Her light-colored eyes begin to glow red as a wicked grin spreads across her face. I suck in a breath as I stumble backwards, jerking my hand from her grip. I feel arms circle my own, looking back and forth between the two large men with the same red eyes flanking my sides.  
 
    I try to fight against them to no use. “Calm down, Ashley. This will only take a moment.” I stare into her red eyes as she struts toward me. She sucks her bottom lip into her mouth. If I wasn’t scared shitless it would be an incredibly sexy sight. As she steps directly in front of me, her chest pressed against mine, I see the blood droplets on her lower lip as she reaches her hand up, cupping the back of my neck.  
 
    “Kiss me and it will all go away.” I turn my head to the side, pinching my eyes shut. Surely, I’ve had way too much to drink and this is all a dream. She digs her fingernails into the back of my neck, her lips pressing against my Adam’s apple. “Make this easy for all of us, Ashley.” She drags her teeth against my skin, leaving a trail of goosebumps.  
 
    I open my eyes as her hand slides away from me, just in time to see her falling to the ground, her eyes bulging as she grips her side. “Step away from the Newb unless you want the same fate.” I spin my head toward the voice that has joined my nightmare. A woman stands a few feet away from us. Her green eyes glow in the night and her body glove, black outfit, leaves little to the imagination.  
 
    She steps toward us slowly, her heels clicking on the pavement below as she holds a bow and arrow in her hands, drawn and aimed at us. My mouth drops open as she steps into the single bulb light above the doorway. She’s beyond gorgeous. Long, blonde, almost white hair breezes behind her in the gentle fall wind. Her impeccable, green eyes glow brightly in the dark night.  
 
    I look her up and down with abandonment. She wears a corset top, her breasts pushed up and out, and skintight leather looking pants. The thigh high boots she wears, with at least five-inch heels sealing the look. I look up to her eyes as she lets out a huff, noticing an eye-roll. “It would probably be best to ogle me after I save your ass.”  
 
    I blink rapidly, remembering my current predicament. I jerk my right arm away from the guy who’s been holding me, instantly turning and connecting my fist to his jaw. He stumbles backwards a few feet as I push the other away from me. I hear a whizzing noise pass by my ear. An arrow lands in the chest of my assailant right before my eyes.  
 
    I take a step back, my eyes wide with shock as I watch him drop to his knees. A simple mugging is no reason to kill someone. I turn my head to the mysterious woman, a scowl on my face. “We could’ve just called the police!” She rolls her eyes as she pulls the bow back, the arrow speeding toward her next victim.  
 
    I watch as the arrow pierces the other man’s chest, him gripping it as he falls back against the brick wall. My mouth drops open as he vanishes into thin air, the arrow falling to the ground with a soft clang. I spin my head to where the other man should be, finding only an arrow on the ground, the same for Emily.  
 
    “What the hell are they teaching y’all at the Academy these days?” I turn my shocked expression back to the woman as she struts by me, casually grabbing the arrows from the concrete and stuffing them in a sheath on her back. I open my mouth to say something, anything, but no words come out, only some type of grunt. As she picks up the last arrow and lifts it over her back, she turns to me, her glowing, green eyes fading to normal as she blinks rapidly.  
 
    She narrows her brows at me, placing her hands on her hips as she cocks one outward. “Who the hell are you? Did the Division send you?” I shake my head side to side quickly, still unable to form words. She starts toward me; each click of her heels on the concrete almost deafening. She pulls her hand up, slapping it against my cheek lightly. “What’s wrong with your eyes?” 
 
    She smacks her hand against my cheek a few more times before I take a large step back. I close my eyes, shaking my head quickly. I must be having a stroke or something. “What is with you? You’ve been trained for this shit.” I open my eyes, slowly lifting my head to meet her annoyed gaze.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” My voice is barely more than a whisper, but I’m thankful I could at least get that much out coherently. She narrows her eyes, stepping toward me quickly and reaching for my hand. She jerks it toward her, turning my arm and staring down at my wrist. “You’re a normal?”  
 
    Her head pops up, her eyes wide, meeting my own as she drops my hand like it has burned her. I stare at her, unsure of what to say. Of course, I’m normal. I work a damn nine to five, Monday through Friday. Who the hell isn’t normal? She keeps stepping back slowly, her hand clenched on her bow. “You’re not from the Division?”  
 
    I slowly shake my head, having no clue as to what she’s talking about. “Fuck.” She says under her breath. She spins from me, quickly retreating down the dark alleyway. Without hesitation I follow her. “Wait!” She spins, pulling an arrow from behind her and lining it in her bow, drawing it straight for me. I stop abruptly, holding both hands up, palms facing her.  
 
    She keeps her arrow trained on me as she steps backwards into the dark. “You never saw me. You never saw any of this.” She spins quickly, running toward the end of the alley. I jog behind her, reaching the brick wall and spinning toward the only exit to find it empty.  
 
    I grip my head in both hands, turning back toward the way we came. I’m losing my damn mind. That Emily girl had to have put something in my drink. I walk past the back door of the club, straight for the street to hail a cab. 
 
      
 
    I slowly blink my eyes open the next morning, letting them adjust to my dark bedroom. Glancing over at the alarm clock on my nightstand I find it to be just after five AM. Memories of the previous night hit me as I sit up in my bed, placing both of my hands to my face. “What the hell?” I mumble as I drop my hands, and stand.  
 
    I try to forget the vivid scene that plays in my mind as I go about my usual Saturday. After changing into workout clothes, I make my way out of the bedroom, snatching my keys and wallet from the kitchen counter as I go. I jog down the four flights of stairs to my apartment, forgoing the elevator as per my usual, and hit the sidewalk. Next door to my apartment complex is a state of the art, twenty-four seven gym. One of the reasons I rented my place.  
 
    With my work schedule I was never able to make it to my old gym during operating hours. Stepping inside I make my way to the lockers, tossing my keys and wallet in before walking straight for the treadmills. I spot one of my neighbors, Susie, on the far treadmill. She gives me a bright smile and a wave as I step onto a treadmill a good distance from hers and place my earbuds in.  
 
    When I first moved in the building, she dropped hints about us getting together outside of the gym, and I’ll admit, I considered it. Until we bumped into to each other at the coffee shop around the corner one Sunday morning. We sat together at a small table for what felt like an eternity while she rambled on and on about the reality TV shows she’s obsessed with.  
 
    I mentioned the book I was currently reading and watched her face draw up in disgust. “Why would you waste your time like that? Don’t you have a TV?” We both quickly realized we were polar opposites on most everything that morning. She’s a nice girl, and I’m not looking for a woman who shares all my interests, but a few things in common isn’t too much to ask, right? 
 
    The image of the girl from last night springs to mind. The way her corset pushed her breasts upward, the curve of her hips, and those sexy, thigh high boots. Not to mention her intoxicating, green eyes. I shake my head, dispelling the thought. She could be any man’s dream girl, because that’s exactly what she is. A figment of my imagination while I was sleeping.  
 
    People’s eyes don’t glow, and they don’t shoot arrows into strangers’ chests making them dissipate into thin air. For a dream though, the whole thing did seem so real.       
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday morning rolls around just like usual. I had spent Sunday obsessing over the crazy dream I had Friday night as I tackled my chores for the coming week. I walk through the lobby at work, coffee in hand and wait for the elevator. “Hey, dude. How was the rest of your weekend?” I turn to find Cam walking up beside me.  
 
    I give him a nod as the elevator doors open. “It was good.” He pushes the button for our floor, leaning back against the wall. “What happened with that girl from the bar? The red head.” I shake my head as the door opens. I had thought that was all part of the bizarre dream I had. “Uh, fine. We talked for a while, then I left.” I sit my coffee cup next to my computer in my cubicle, reaching to turn it on as I sit in my desk chair.  
 
    I look up to see Ron leaning over the partition, a shit eating grin on his face. “I saw you two leaving the bar together.” He waggles his eyebrows as I stare at him, trying to decipher what was real that night. “Yeah. We, um, we were going to get something to eat, but she changed her mind.” What the hell happened after we left the club? I had a lot to drink, but not enough to black out. 
 
    “They left through the back door.” Cam’s eyes widen as his mouth forms a little o. “Well! I didn’t think you would be into random hookups in an alleyway.” I give a simple shrug as they both laugh. It’s not like I can tell them what I remember of that night. Or what I don’t. What the hell happened? 
 
    “See y’all at lunch.” I give a wave as I stare at my emails on my computer. One in particular standing out. It’s from the president of the company asking to see me first thing this morning. I read it over and over, trying to process what it could possibly be about.  
 
    I glance over my shoulder to find Cam leaning down, reading the email as well. “Looks like you’re moving on up.” I sit back in my desk chair, nerves coursing through my body. “Or I’m hitting the unemployment line.” He makes a psh noise as he folds his arms over his chest. “I’d bet my job, that’s not the case.” I pick the new manuscript up from my desk, rolling my eyes as I read the title page. “The Witty, Wanting Witch. This one should be a page turner.”  
 
    Cam chuckles as he turns to walk out of my cubicle. “See you at lunch, bro. Enjoy your reading.” I sit back in my chair, flipping the manuscript to my desk. I take a deep breath as I stand, readying myself to find out what my boss needs with me.  
 
      
 
    I step off the elevator on the top floor of the building. I haven’t been up to this floor since my first day working here almost two years ago. Making my way to the round desk that sits in the middle of the floor I try to dispel my nerves. A gray-haired woman, with wire rimmed glasses looks up at me, holding up one finger as she holds her desk phone between her shoulder and her ear.  
 
    I drum my fingers against my thigh as I look around. This is where all the senior editor’s offices are. Where I could potentially be. I shake my head slightly, ridding myself of the thought. No need to get my hopes up. “Mr. Warren?” I look over to the woman behind the desk who wears a kind smile. “Mr. Hendricks will see you now.” She gestures her hand behind her, and I give her a nod as I stride toward his office.  
 
    I stand in front of his office door, blowing out a long breath before lifting my hand to knock. “Come in.” He calls from behind the door. I push the handle down, peeking my head around the door. “You wanted to see me, sir?” He gestures his hand to the chair that sits in front of his large, executor desk without looking up from his computer. “Have a seat. I’ll be with you shortly.”  
 
    I step in his office, closing the door softly behind me and making my way to the chair, sitting on the edge of the seat as I clasp my hands in front of me. I scan his picture frames along the bookcase on the wall to my side as I wait for him to tell me why I’m here. “Alright.” I look over to Mr. Hendricks as he slides his chair away from the desk, folding his hands and resting them behind his head in a casual manor.  
 
    “Thank you for meeting me on such short notice.” I force myself to sit back in the chair, at least appearing to be relaxed. “Of course, Mr. Hendricks.” He pulls his hand from behind his head, giving a wave of his hand toward me. “Call me James.” I nod at him as he sits forward, resting his elbows on the desk.  
 
    “As you know, Bill will be retiring soon and there’ll be an opening for a senior editor.” My heart beats more quickly at his words. “Of course, Shelia thinks her son, Bobby, should take his place.” I let out a low sigh, clenching my hands together tightly. James gives me a quizzical look as I force myself to relax my tight muscles. “Of course. I suppose I’ll need to tell him congratulations.” 
 
    I keep my voice even, although I’m absolutely seething inside. If anyone deserves this promotion, I do. Not that lazy ass. James grabs a folder from the corner of his desk, sliding it in front of him and flipping it open. He grabs a pair of glasses, slipping them on as he squints at the papers before him. “Do you realize you have a ninety-seven percent publishing rate for the books that you send up?”  
 
    I simply nod in response as he looks at me over the top of his glasses. He drops his eyes back to the page. “You’ve never taken a vacation day?” I raise one eyebrow as I shake my head. “You’ve only called in sick one day in almost two years?” I nod slowly, even though he doesn’t look up to me. “Are you happy in your current position with the company?”  
 
    He leans back in his chair, looking me head on. I open my mouth to assure him that I am, but it feels like a trick question. I snap my mouth shut, clearing my throat as I sit up in the chair, squaring my shoulders back. “I came to this agency to work my way up. I am happy with my current position, but I’ll always continue to strive to become a senior editor.”   
 
    The corner of his lip twitches with a grin. “Good answer, son.” He turns his gaze to his computer, moving the mouse around quickly. “Bill is going to be retiring six months from today. I’ll need you working side by side if you’re going to take over his position.” My heart slams in my chest as a smile forms on my face. “You’re offering me the position?”  
 
    He glances over at me briefly, shaking his head with a small chuckle. “You’re the best junior editor I have. I’d be a damned fool not to.” He looks over to me, a true smile on his face. “And momma didn’t raise no fool.” I laugh lightly as I relax my shoulders. “Bill is in the fantasy and paranormal genre. You’ll mostly work with the young adult books that come through.”  
 
    I nod in agreement, even if it’s not my preferred genre, it’s a step in the right direction. “Of course, sir. I can read anything.” He gives a laugh. “According to your statistics, you absolutely can.” He pushes back from his desk, standing from his chair as I do the same. He offers me his hand over the desk, shaking mine tightly. “Welcome aboard, Ashley. I look forward to seeing what you have to offer the team.”  
 
    We drop hands and I stand grinning at him like a damn idiot. “You’re off the rest of the week. Go and get your life in order. Bill and I will meet with you first thing next Monday.” My smile fades, my brows drawing together. “That won’t be necessary. I’ll just go back to my cubicle until you two are ready to move forward.”  
 
    He shakes his head as he sits in his chair. “That’s not a request. It’s a command. The first year in this job is grueling. Take a breather this week and come back refreshed next Monday.” I stay in the same spot, placing my hands on my hips in silent protest. He lets out a sigh, arching one brow at me. “Go and visit your family. Go to the beach. Hell, sit in your home and binge watch reruns of your favorite TV show. I don’t care, just stay out of the office this week.” 
 
    He looks up to me with a half smile. “I promise, you need this time before diving headfirst into this kind of workload.” I hesitantly nod my head in agreement. “Very well. I’ll see you bright and early Monday.” I turn to walk out of his office, placing my hand on the doorknob. “Ashley.” I look at him over my shoulder as he stands from his desk. “I’d appreciate if we kept this meeting quiet until I make an official announcement next week.”  
 
    I nod my head. “Of course, sir. I’ll see you next Monday.” With that I walk out of the door, a smile pulling onto my lips as I make my way toward the elevator. As the doors close in front of me, I pump my fist in the air, doing a little happy dance as I descend to the third floor. All the extra hours I’ve put in, all the hard work, has finally paid off.  
 
    As the doors begin to slide open, I compose myself. Walking through the maze of cubicles back to my desk. Although it’s hard to contain the smile on my face. I sit in my chair, facing my computer as I shut it down. “What happened?” I glance over to the partition, finding Cam peeking over with a worried look on his face.  
 
    I open the top desk drawer, grabbing my keys and my wallet as I stand. He steps into the tiny cubicle, his eyes wide. “Where are you going? Holy shit! Did you get fired?” I shake my head as I slide my phone and wallet in my back pockets. “No. He ordered me to take the rest of the week off. Apparently, I have too much unused vacation time.” I give a causal shrug as he lets out a relieved breath. 
 
    “Thank God. If the golden boy was to get canned there’d be no hope for the rest of us.” I slap my hand on his shoulder as I chuckle. “Have a good week. I’ll be back Monday.” I make my way back to the elevator, stepping inside and hitting the button for the main lobby. I let out a content sigh as I travel down. I can’t believe I’m going to be training as a senior editor in a few short days.  
 
    The doors open and I step out, walking briskly across the marble lobby floor as I wonder what the hell I’m going to do with my time off.  
 
      
 
    I spend the day cleaning my tiny apartment, finishing the book I’ve been reading, and eventually end up on the couch watching a show on TV that everyone has been raving about. As the third episode of the show ends, I pick up my phone that sits next to me on the couch. Flipping it over to find it’s only seven P.M.  
 
    Groaning, I toss it back to the couch. I stand up, walking into the kitchen in search of something to eat. Or maybe a beer. I’m not really sure what to do with myself during this time off from work. Opening the door of the refrigerator I quickly realize I need to go shopping.  
 
    Snatching my keys and wallet from the counter I stuff them in my pockets and stride for the door. I jog down the stairs, hitting the sidewalk and turning to the left to head toward the local corner market. The sun has recently set, and the sky glows a pinkish orange.  
 
    I whistle lowly as I walk down the sidewalk. Appreciating the leaves on the trees starting to change colors, the beautiful sky, and the cool, fall breeze that blows against my face. The doors to the market slowly slide open as I step up to them. I walk in, grabbing a small basket and walking up and down each aisle casually.  
 
    Before long, my basket is full of junk food. I glance down at it in my hands, twisting my lip to the side. I walk back to the front of the store, grabbing a cart and making my way along the aisles once more to replace all the junk food with something of substance. If I’m going to be home for the rest of the week, I can’t have that much trash food around.  
 
    By the time I step out of the store with my bags in hand the stars are shining overhead, and the streetlights are on. I make my way back toward my apartment in no hurry at all. When I turn the corner to the street my apartment is on, I see a young girl crouched down on the sidewalk, her head down and her hands placed on her face.  
 
    I narrow my eyebrows together as I quicken my pace. This area isn’t known for homeless people or runaways. Something must be wrong. She looks up when I’m a few feet from her, seeming to have sensed my presence. Her cheeks are stained with tears, her eyes sad. 
 
    I slow to a stop, bending down to place my bags on the sidewalk. I stand back straight, looking her full on. “Are you alright?” She shakes her head quickly side to side, tears streaming down her face. I gingerly start toward her, looking her up and down for any signs of injury. She can’t be more than twelve or thirteen years old.  
 
    I stop just in front of her, lowering to one knee, looking at her with concern. “I’m Ashley. Do you need me to call your parents? Or the police?” She cranes her neck to look up at me, shaking her head as she wipes her nose with the back of her hand. “My kitty ran in there.” She points down the alleyway next to us. 
 
    I tilt my head upwards, letting out a relieved sigh. My initial thought was someone had hurt this child. I’m relieved that it’s a simple missing cat situation. I lower my head, giving her a kind smile. “What’s your cat’s name?” She sniffles, wiping the tears from her face. “Fluffy.” I nod as I walk toward the alley, calling the cat’s name and making clicking sounds with my tongue as I venture farther into the dark.  
 
    I see movement behind a dumpster, making my way toward it. The whole while calling Fluffy’s name. “I found the cat.” I turn toward the young girl who wears a wicked smile on her face. I start to open my mouth, but the movement behind the dumpster draws my attention. Three large men step out from behind it, making their way to stand next to the young girl.  
 
    Glancing behind me, I realize instantly that I’m trapped, and this was nothing more than a setup. I reach in my back pocket, sliding my wallet out and tossing it across the alley toward them as I hold my hands up. “Take my wallet.” The young girl steps toward me, a mirthless chuckle coming from her. “I don’t want your money. I want your soul.”  
 
    My eyes widen as she takes a knife from her pocket, walking toward me slowly as she holds it to her wrist. Out of instinct I start for her, not wanting her to harm herself. She pushes the knife into her wrist, blood oozing down her arm as she lifts it. I glance at the three large men behind her as she stalks toward me, lifting her arm and putting her mouth over the gaping wound on her wrist.  
 
    I stop in my tracks, watching as she lowers her arm. A creepy smile pulls up on her lips as she bares her blood-stained teeth at me. She lowers her arm to her side, the blood dripping to the pavement and sizzling with each drop. I watch the small smoke rings coming from the pavement as I step backwards, my back hitting the brick wall behind me.  
 
    She steps up to me, blood unnaturally pooling from her wrist and dropping to the ground. Tilting her head to the side she looks up to me, a sardonic smile on her face. “You already have my wallet. Just leave me alone.” Two of the men come up behind her, stepping around her and gripping my arms as they pin me against the wall.  
 
    I don’t even bother to struggle against them. They both outweigh me by at least a hundred pounds, and I’m damn sure outnumbered in this fight. The young girl steps into me, her chest against my stomach. She reaches her hand up, cupping my cheek with her bloody palm. I wince, trying to turn my head away from her touch. “There, there, chosen one. Just take my blood and it will all make sense.”  
 
    I try to jerk my arms away from the large men as she draws closer to me, her face inching toward my own. Suddenly, the man on my right loosens his grip. I take the opportunity to swing on the guy on my left, jerking my hand away as I stumble backward. I hear a whooshing noise and watch as an arrow pierces through the young girl’s chest from behind. The tip of the arrow pushing through her shirt, blood pooling around the wound as she stares down at it. 
 
    She drops to her knees next to the two men, instantly turning to ash. I glance up to find the girl of my dreams standing with a bow stretched in front of her. Her black leather outfit similar to the one in my first dream. I shake my head quickly, pinching my eyes shut. “Wake up. Wake up. Wake up.”  
 
    I slowly open one eye, then the other, finding myself still in the alleyway. I look back to the girl with whitish, blonde hair and killer curves just as she reaches behind her, securing her bow on her back. Her eyes meet mine and she lets out a long sigh as she looks upward. “Double fuck.”    
 
    I can’t help myself from letting my eyes rake over her body. She wears a skintight, black, leather ensemble again. Her thigh high boots with five-inch stilettos laced perfectly along her muscular legs. She clears her throat, folding her arms under her perky breast, thrusting them out even more. I stare at her with my mouth hanging open as she shakes her head.  
 
    “Eyes up here.” I snap my mouth shut, lifting my gaze to her glowing green eyes. “Get home and wash that off. Otherwise you’ll have one hell of a burn.” She juts her chin toward my blood smeared face. 
 
    She spins away from me, walking toward the main street. I manage to get myself together, jogging behind her. “Wait!” I call as she steps out onto the dimly lit sidewalk. She turns back to me, her eyes no longer glowing, just vibrant green, and a fierce look on her face. “You didn’t see me. You didn’t see any of this.” With that she turns out of the alley onto the sidewalk as I jog toward her down the alleyway. I reach the main sidewalk, looking left to right and seeing no one.  
 
    I place my hands to the side of my head, spinning around in a complete circle. “I’m losing my fucking mind.” I mumble to myself as I stare into the empty street. After a few moments I return to my discarded grocery bags, picking them up and walking toward my apartment briskly. I glance over my shoulder every few seconds until I step into my building.  
 
      
 
    I wake up the next morning still unsure if seeing the girl with the bow and arrow was a dream, or reality. Placing my hands to my face I let out a groan as I sit up in my bed, swinging my legs to the floor. Shaking my head, I stand from the bed, walking into the bathroom across the hallway. “It was all a dream.”  
 
    My eyes lock on the washcloth lying on the sink counter. In my dream I remember scrubbing the blood from my face before climbing into bed. I step over to the counter, my heart pounding in my chest as I gingerly pick it up. There’s no sign of blood, but the once white cloth has black stains all over it. I glance at my reflection in the mirror, my eyes widening.  
 
    I lift my hand, running my fingers along my cheek that has red streaks across it. It looks like a sunburn. A sunburn in the shape of a handprint. I toss the washcloth to the trash can next to the sink, gripping the edge of the counter as I stare at myself. “No. Fucking. Way.” The girl in my dream had told me to wash the blood from my face or it would leave a burn.  
 
    I shake my head at my own reflection. Dismissing the idea that what happened last night is anything more than my overactive imagination paired with the content I’m constantly reading at work. Yeah. That’s it. I’ve let my conscious slip into the fiction that I read daily.  
 
    I blow out a long breath, stepping over to the shower and turning it on. The girl with the green, glowing eyes flashes in my mind as I shed my clothes. I shake the thought from my mind. “Just a dream.” Try as I may to convince myself, there’s this nagging feeling that it’s all reality.  
 
      
 
    After showering I make my way into my small kitchen, starting a pot of coffee and opening the refrigerator. My eyes roam over the things I bought from the corner market the night before. I close the door, leaning back against the counter and folding my arms over my chest. If I have the things I bought in my dream, how the hell could it be a dream?
I forgo my usual cup of coffee and walk into the living room, pacing the short distance between the rooms. How can I not remember what actually happened last night? I know I went to the store, but how did I get back from the store, put everything away, fall asleep, have a crazy dream, and not remember anything more than the vivid dream? 
 
    I place my hands to my head, continuing to pace. I’ve got to get my shit together before I go back to work on Monday. Surely these dreams are stress induced due to my new promotion. I stop pacing, letting out a long sigh as I nod my head to no one. That’s exactly what this is. Stress. 
 
    Walking over to one of the bookcases in the living room I scan the worn book titles looking for something to read to calm my mind. The corner of my mouth pulls into a smile as I pull out my old copy of, Of Mice and Men. I flip the front cover open, running my fingers along the handwritten note scrawled across the inside.  
 
      
 
    Ashley, you were always meant to have an incredible journey. Embrace the weak times, the happy times, the sad times, and even the false hope. Your dream farm is out there. Dad 
 
      
 
    I can picture myself as a young boy, unwrapping this very book one Christmas morning. When it was time to go back to school after vacation, all the other kids were talking about their new video games and bicycles, I just had my book and felt like I’d received the greatest gift on Earth.  
 
    I flop back on the couch, kicking my feet up on the coffee table as I flip the pages to the start of the first chapter.  
 
      
 
    I close the book as I finish the last page, glancing out the window in my living room. The sun is starting to set. I stand from the couch, stretching my arms over my head, and tilting my neck side to side to work out the kinks from sitting in one spot all day.  
 
    Just as I head toward the kitchen to find something to make for dinner my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, glancing at the text message from Cam. I need your help. Meet me for dinner? I type out a quick reply, telling him to meet me at my favorite Mexican spot a few blocks from here.  
 
    Grabbing my keys and wallet from the kitchen counter I walk toward the front door, already knowing what he needs help with. I could almost guarantee with my being out of the office for the week, my manuscripts that I was supposed to read were distributed out to the other junior editors.  
 
    I hit the sidewalk in front of my apartment, crossing the street and turning at the corner toward the restaurant. I shove my hands in my pockets as I stroll along the sidewalk. Stepping in the restaurant I spot Cam instantly, a stack of manuscripts sitting on the table as he glances at the menu.  
 
    He looks up as I slide in the booth opposite him. “What did you need help with?” I give him a smart-ass grin as he sighs. “Dude! They gave me everything you’re working on. I’m already behind on my reading for the week, and with all of this I’m going to end up getting fired!”  
 
    He gestures his hand to the tall stack of papers. I let out a small chuckle as I pick up the menu in front of me. “Don’t worry. I’ll take them home and start on them tonight. By Friday morning I’ll have them back to you and you can turn them in as if you read them.” He lets out a relieved sigh as he tilts his head back resting it on the booth.  
 
    The waitress stops by our table, taking our orders and walking away. Cam gives me an impish smile from across the table. “I don’t know what I’m going to do when you move upstairs.” I wave my hand toward him, lifting my beer from the table. “The same as you always do. Bribe me to help with Mexican food and beer.” He lets out a small chuckle as he lifts his own beer, leaning forward and clinking it to the side of my own. 
 
    “So, you are in fact moving up?” My eyes widen briefly. I turn my gaze away from him, settling on the TV that sits above the bar. “Come on, Ash. I know Hendricks didn’t give you a week off because you have too much vacation time.” I sigh heavily as I move my eyes back to his, noticing the slight smirk on his face. I clear my throat, lifting the beer bottle from the table. “I got promoted.” 
 
    “Hell yeah! Congratulations, bro.” I give him a small nod of thanks as my lips lift at the corners. “You can’t tell anyone though. James asked me not to say anything until he makes an official announcement.” Cam lifts his hand, acting like he’s zipping his lips. “Secret is safe with me.” 
 
    I lift my beer, taking a generous pull. “Seriously, Ashley. Congratulations. No one in our department is more deserving of a promotion than you are.” I smile gratefully at him as he lifts his beer, holding it between us. I clink my beer bottle to his, both of us taking a drink.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    After a few beers, Cam and I step out of the restaurant together. We shake hands as I hold the stack of manuscripts under my other arm. “Seriously, bro. Thanks for your help.” I give him a slight nod before we part in opposite directions. In all honesty, I’m happy to have something to keep my mind off the strange dreams I’ve been having.  
 
    I round the corner to my street, noticing an elderly woman with a cane walking along the same side as I am. I glance around me quickly. We’re the only two people in sight and a woman her age shouldn’t be out at this time of night walking alone. My eyes widen as she starts to stumble.  
 
    I break into a jog toward her as she falls forward, catching herself with her hands. I kneel in front of her, setting the papers beside us on the ground as I place my hand on her shoulder. “Mam. Are you alright?” She slowly lifts her head, red, glowing eyes and a wicked smile on her face looking back at me.  
 
    I jerk my hand from her shoulder trying to stand, but within the blink of an eye she’s on me, her hands locked around my throat, pinning me to the ground on my back. I place my hands on hers, trying to break her grip, but damn she’s strong for a little old lady. Her mouth parts, blood dripping down her chin onto my face.  
 
    I turn my head as her blood splatters on my cheek, instantly burning my skin. Her grip begins to loosen, and I take the opportunity to push her away, rolling over the sidewalk and hopping up just in time to watch her vanish into thin air. Reaching up with my hand I wipe her blood from my face as I look around me.  
 
    The blond woman in the leather outfit walks toward me. A fierce look on her face. “You again?! For triple fuck’s sake!” I let out a long sigh as I bend down, picking up the manuscripts from the street. I’m getting beyond tired of these damn dreams. Without looking at her I stroll past her toward my apartment building. I cross the street and jog up the four flights of stairs, pulling my keys from my pocket as I go.  
 
    Pushing the door open I fling the manuscripts to the kitchen counter, walking directly into the bathroom down the hall. I look at my reflection in the mirror, quickly gripping a washcloth and turning on the tap at the sink to rid my face from the burning blood. After washing my face, I step into my bedroom, slamming the door closed behind me and shedding my clothes to crawl into bed. Might as well lay down in my dream too. 
 
         
 
    My eyes slowly open to my dark bedroom. I glance at the alarm clock on my nightstand seeing its early morning. I let out a yawn as I sit up in the bed, wincing as my cheeks move. I lift my hand to my face, gently patting my cheek, feeling tender, raised marks along my jaw and cheek.  
 
    Opening my bedroom door, I cross the hall into the bathroom, flipping the light on and squinting at myself in the reflection of the mirror. As my eyes adjust, I see why my cheek is hurting. Splotchy, red spots that look and feel like a burn. I flip the light off, walking back to my room and stripping the bed sheets quickly.  
 
    The only logical reason I have burns on my face is something on my sheets. Right? I throw the sheets and comforter out into the hallway before getting dressed in my workout clothes. If I’m up at this time of day I may as well get a workout in while my laundry washes downstairs.  
 
    I grab my keys and wallet from the kitchen counter, thrusting the front door open and stepping out. My foot kicks something as I close the door behind me. Looking down I see a small box. I juggle the sheets and comforter under one arm, bending down to pick it up. There’s no name or any markings on the plain black box.  
 
    Shaking it, I can hear something moving around inside. I unlock my door, stepping in and throwing the laundry on the floor as I open the top of the box. A small, blue, glass jar sits on top of a piece of paper. I cautiously remove the jar, holding it between my thumb and forefinger up to the light in the kitchen.  
 
    It’s some kind of liquid. I place it on the counter as I lift the piece of folded paper from the box, flipping it open.  
 
      
 
    For the burns. -E- 
 
      
 
    I tilt my head up to the ceiling, closing my eyes and letting out a long sigh as the girl from my dreams comes to my mind. Opening my eyes, I snatch the glass jar from the counter, walking toward the bathroom. I flip the light on as I step in front of the mirror and pull the small lid from the jar.  
 
    Pulling it up to my nose I smell it. Even if I am sleeping, which I apparently still am, I don’t want to poison myself. I let out a humorless laugh. “I’m losing my fucking mind.” I tilt the bottle up, pouring a tiny bit on my finger. I give a shrug to my reflection, lifting my hand and running the cool liquid along the marks on my face.  
 
    My eyes widen as the red marks begin to instantly fade away. I run my fingers along my face where the red marks were there only a few seconds earlier as I stare at my bewildered eyes in the mirror. Closing my eyes, I take in a deep breath, blowing it out slowly. “Anything can happen in a dream, Ashley. Calm your ass down.” 
 
    Opening my eyes, I step out of the bathroom, making my way back to the living room and picking up my bedding from the floor. I’m hell bent on making this the most mundane dream in the history of dreams.  
 
    Jogging down the stairs of my apartment building I step into the basement, walking straight for the laundry room door. None of the machines are in use so I throw everything in the one closest to me. Turning around I reach in my pocket for my wallet, getting change and inserting it in the machine, starting it, and walking back out the door.  
 
    I smile to myself as I walk up the stairs to the main lobby. Mundane dream at it’s best. I make the short walk to the gym, using my key card to get inside. Once again, no one is around at this time of morning.  
 
    After working out for a solid two hours, I walk out of the gym with my T-shirt in my hand. The cool, fall air feels amazing on my sweat soaked skin. It’s still dark as I start for my apartment. I notice a couple along the sidewalk, the woman’s back against the brick wall. We’re the only people around.  
 
    When I’m within a few feet from them I see the man draw his hand back, swinging forward and connecting his palm to the woman’s cheek as she screams. I start for them at a quick pace. “Hey!” The man looks at me over his shoulder, turning and running down the sidewalk.  
 
    I start to slow as I reach her. Her head is hanging down, her dark hair covering her face as she quietly cries. “Are you alright, mam?” She turns her head toward me slightly, launching herself at me, and wrapping her arms around my neck as she cries against my chest. I keep my arms out at my side, not entirely sure what to do. “Do you want me to call the police?” She cries harder, tightening her hold around me.  
 
    I gingerly wrap one arm around her, patting her upper back in an attempt to comfort her. She tilts her head to the side, pushing up on her tiptoes to rest her head in the crook of my neck. I stiffen when I feel her breath on my neck. Before I realize what’s happening, she sinks her teeth into my skin, pain searing through my neck as I push her away from me.  
 
    Her back hits the brick wall behind her as I lift my hand to my neck, drawing it away to look at the blood on my palm. I look back to her with a shocked expression, just then noticing her red glowing eyes. I turn from her, running along the sidewalk, before turning into the lobby of my apartment building, running straight up the stairs and throwing my door open.  
 
    I lean back against the door, my chest heaving. A knock on the door causes me to jump. Spinning to face the door I stare at it. “I know you’re in there! Open the damn door.” I stay in place, staring at the door. Instantly, I recognize the voice as the girl from my dreams. A sudden wave of nausea hits me. I rush for the kitchen, barely making it to the sink in time. My head suddenly begins to pound as I lean over the sink, trying to stand up straight.  
 
    I hear another knock from the door. “Seriously, open the door. I need to speak with you.” I stumble toward the door, my vision blurry and beginning to blacken around the edges. I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but for some reason I think this dream girl can help me. I fall to my knees in front of the door, using every last bit of energy I have to unlock it and pull it open. My vision goes black and I feel myself falling to the floor, my side hitting the carpeted floor roughly.  
 
    I vaguely hear talking as my stomach churns and my head throbs, but I’m unable to open my eyes. “Did you ingest any of their blood? Or get bitten?” I feel a hand on my forehead, pushing my hair back as I groan in response. “Ori, help me!” Everything goes dark around me. 
 
      
 
    I ever so slowly open my eyes; afraid I’ll still be trapped in this dream that has become a nightmare. I feel something run through my hair, lifting my hand to my head I feel someone else’s hand there. I tilt my head back slightly, finding the girl in my dreams looking at one of the manuscripts, my head on a pillow in her lap as she leisurely runs her fingers through my hair.  
 
    I pinch my eyes shut, groaning lowly. I should just enjoy this beautiful woman running her hand through my hair, because damn it feels good, but I’m tired of being stuck in this dream. “You recover fast.” Letting out a sigh I sit up quickly. Too quickly. The room spins around me as I pinch my eyes closed, holding my hands to the side of my head.  
 
    I feel a hand on my shoulder, pulling me back to where I originally woke up. “Lie back down. I’ve got you.” Fuck it, I think as I roll to my side closing my eyes and letting sleep take me again as this beautiful, fantasy woman strokes my hair.  
 
    I don’t know how long I sleep for, but eventually I blink my eyes open, rolling to my back on the couch. I stretch my arms over my head, hitting something with one of my hands. “Hey! Watch it!” I bolt upright, my head swimming as I turn to see who the hell is in my apartment. My mouth drops open when I see dream girl. Her legs are crossed under her on the couch, her back against the arm rest and a pillow in her lap.  
 
    She gives me an angry glare as she looks down at the manuscript in her hand, flipping the pages quickly. “You made me lose my place.” I stand from the couch, my entire body hurting as I do, my head pounding. “You have to go.” She looks up to me with one eyebrow raised. “You’re not in any condition to be alone.” I pinch my eyes shut, holding my hands to my head.  
 
    “This is just a dream. I just need to wake up.” I slowly open one eye, finding her standing in front of me with one hand on her hip, an amused look on her face. My eyes betray me as I let them slide down her magnificent body. She’s not in the leather getup like I’ve always seen her in. She’s standing in a skintight tank top, her breasts standing proudly and a pair of barely there shorts.  
 
    “Eyes up here, Ashley.” I slowly let my eyes rake back up her body, giving her a slight shrug as I look into her green eyes. “It’s my dream. I can do what I want.” She takes a step toward me, a seductive smile on her face. “And what would you like to do in this dream of yours?” She lifts her hand, running her finger down my bare chest, stopping just at my happy trail before she works her way back upwards slowly.  
 
    I step into her, my arousal evident between us. She cocks one eyebrow up, a small smirk on her face as I place my hands on her hips, running my fingers under her shirt to touch her skin. “You really think you’re dreaming?” I scoff loudly, starting to work my hands up her sides toward her breasts. “Yep. But I intend to make this the best dream of my life, dream girl.”  
 
    I start to lower my face toward hers. Within the blink of an eye I’m on the ground, an oomph leaving me as face skids on the carpet. “Ow!” I yell as her hand smacks my ass roughly. I roll slightly, looking up to her with a scowl. “This is not how I wanted this to go.” She lets out an annoyed sigh as she bends down, offering me her hand.  
 
    I take it and pull myself to standing, glaring at her with a frown. “What’s the point in having a hot dream girl if I can’t have sex with her?” She chuckles lightly, shaking her head in amusement before looking up to me. “You’re not dreaming, dipshit.” I roll my eyes at her, placing my hands on my hips. “Of course, I am. And in my dream, I want to get lucky. So, lie down, or something.” 
 
    Her amused look changes to one of annoyance as she steps up to me. She lifts her hand, gripping my upper arm she slowly runs her fingers to the back of my bicep. “Fuck! That hurt!” I jump back as I reach up to my arm, running my hand along the spot she just pinched. “You know the saying, pinch me, I must be dreaming?” I nod at her, my brows still drawn in anger. “Well, did you feel that?” 
 
    I drop my hand from my arm, my mouth slowly dropping open as I realize her point. Holy shit. I’m not dreaming. None of the last few days has been a dream. People with red eyes, who bite, are out there in the normal world amongst us all. I lift my hand to my neck, feeling a bandage on the side of my neck. “I need to sit down.” Stepping over to the couch, I fall back heavily. Still trying to get a grip on reality. 
 
    She sits on the opposite end of the couch, curling her legs under her as she picks up the discarded manuscript from beside her and flips it open. “Let me know when you’re ready to talk.” I stare straight ahead at the TV that is turned off, my mind racing over the last few days. A knock on the door saves me from my oncoming panic attack. I watch as the woman on the couch gets up and walks toward the door, pulling it open.  
 
    “About damn time. I’m starving.” I watch as a large, dark-haired man walks into my apartment, two brown bags in hand. He glances over at me, a look of confusion on his face as he looks back to the blonde-haired woman. “He’s awake? How is that possible?” She shrugs one shoulder as she takes a bag from him, peering inside as she sits it on my dining table. “I’m not sure, but you missed a hell of a show!”  
 
    He smirks at her as he places the other bag next to hers. “Oh yeah?” She laughs as she pulls containers from the bag, placing them along the table. “He thought he was dreaming.” She glances over her shoulder at me, a smile on her lips. “I think he’s still in shock though. He hasn’t spoken a word in half an hour.” She turns back to the table, pulling a chair out.  
 
    She sits in the chair, pulling her legs under her, flipping the boxes open in front of her. “He thought I was a dream girl for him to have his way with.” She chuckles as she picks up a fork. The dark-haired guy grins over his shoulder at me. “And he’s still standing?” He turns back toward the table, shoving something in his mouth. She reaches over, placing her hand on his forearm. “He told me this was his dream and he wanted to get laid, so I should lie down, or something.” They both laugh wildly, her hand still on his arm. 
 
    My eyes zone in on the exchange, something flipping inside me as she touches him. I stand quickly, walking toward them. “Y’all need to leave. Now.” My voice comes out angry, but it’s pure jealousy I feel. They both turn to me, forks mid ways to their mouths. “He speaks.” The large man says. I ignore him, my eyes focused on the woman.  
 
    She gives me a small smile as she stands, placing her hand on my arm. I jerk my arm away, walking toward the door and opening it. “Leave.” The guy continues to eat, completely ignoring my request as she stares at me. “Not very friendly seeing as we just saved his life.” The guy mumbles between bites. The woman starts toward me, resting her hand on the open door.  
 
    “We can’t leave you.” Her voice is calm and low, almost pacifying. I let out a deep sigh as I push the door closed. She places a gentle hand on my bicep. “Let’s all sit down and have something to eat.” I hang my head as I walk around the table, dropping into the chair unceremoniously. “I’m Eridanus. Eri, for short.” I glance up to her as she pushes a plastic container in front of me.  
 
    She gestures her hand to the large man next to her. “This is Orion, Ori for short.” I glance at the open container, my stomach flipping as I take in the sushi rolls. Pushing it away I sit back in my chair, folding my arms over my bare chest as I look toward the living room. “Ashley. Nice to meet you both. Sorry I hit on your girlfriend.”                
 
    I look back toward the table as they both laugh wildly. “Dude! She’s my sister!” Eri wipes under her eyes as tears form from laughing so hard. Once they settle down, they both go back to eating. “Although, I should probably kick your ass for talking to her like that.” I glance across the table at Ori, noticing the wide grin on his face as my cheeks heat.  
 
    I let out a sigh, glancing over to Eri who quietly eats. “I do owe you an apology. I’ve never been that forward with a woman.” She waves a hand toward me, giving a shrug. “Don’t worry about it. Calling me dream girl was actually kind of cute.” She gives an exaggerated wink causing my cheeks to heat further.  
 
    I stand from the table, pushing my chair forward as I walk into the kitchen. “You need to eat something. You took on a lot of poison last night.” Eri calls over her shoulder as I open the refrigerator, peering inside. I grab a bottle of water, leaning back against the counter and taking a few large gulps. My stomach protests, but I keep drinking until I’ve drained the plastic bottle.  
 
    I toss it in the trash can next to the counter as I look over at them, leaning back and folding my arms over my chest. “I appreciate y’alls help last night, but who the hell are you?” Ori glances at me as he shoves a large piece of sushi in his mouth, chewing and swallowing as Eri stands from the table, cleaning up the empty boxes. “The question is, who the hell are you?”  
 
    I drop my arms, pointing at myself with one hand. “Me? I’m nobody. A normal twenty-five-year-old man who goes to work, comes home late in the evenings, cooks a subpar meal for myself, then goes to bed with a book, only to do the same the next day.” I shake my head slightly, dropping my hands to my side, an angry scowl coming to my face. “And why the hell do the two of you have such unusual names?” 
 
    Eri raises an eyebrow at me as she dumps the containers in the trash can. “This coming from a boy named Ashley.” Ori laughs from his spot at the table, slapping a hand against his knee. “Burn!” She walks over next to me, opening the cabinets over head. “Speaking of, did you bring me my winnings?” He lets out a sigh as he stands, rummaging through the bag on the table.  
 
    He pulls out a bottle of dark liquor, tossing it underhanded toward the kitchen. “He should’ve been a girl.” I lurch forward with an outstretched hand, but Eri catches the bottle with one hand behind her without looking, sliding it to the counter. She pulls down two glasses, twisting the glass top from the bottle and pouring a small amount in each glass. Ori walks over as she thrusts a glass toward him, bringing her own to her lips.  
 
    I watch as she closes her eyes, swallowing slowly as a content smile crests her lips. “It’s been too long, old friend.” I step over to the cabinet, grabbing a glass and reaching for the bottle. She places her hand on mine and I look up to her shaking her head slowly. “Eat something first.” I let out a heavy sigh as I look upwards. “I don’t want to eat, I want to have a drink, but all I have here is beer and I’d much rather have liquor with the day I’m having.”  
 
    I look down to see a sympathetic smile on her face as she removes her hand from the bottle. “One glass, then you’re eating.” I roll my eyes as I tip the bottle up, pouring half a glass. “Yes, mom.” I know I’m acting like a petulant child, but damn, I want a drink. I tilt the glass up, taking a large gulp of the dark liquor. “You don’t drink it like that!”  
 
    I pull the glass down, taking in her scowling face. She tilts her glass toward me. “This is a sipping cognac. Not a, let me waste the flavor by chugging it, cognac.” Ori scoffs as he leans back against the counter. “I wouldn’t have made the bet if I’d known this shit cost three thousand dollars.” He gives a one shoulder shrug as he raises the glass to his mouth, taking a small sip. “It is good though.” 
 
    I glance between the two of them. What the hell kind of jobs do they have to be able to afford thousand-dollar bottles of liquor? “What bet?” I glance over to Eri who looks away from me, tipping her glass up as she pretends to be interested in something on the refrigerator.  
 
    “I bet that you’d be a girl with a name like Ashley, Eri didn’t agree.” Ori gives an indifferent shrug as he tilts his glass up. I lift my glass, taking a sip of the expensive liquor as my eyes go to Eri. Pulling the glass down I raise an eyebrow at her, a playful smile on my lips. “Doesn’t seem like a fair bet since we’ve met before.” 
 
    Her eyes snap to mine, her brows drawn together. “Wait. You knew him before the Division sent us here?” She pulls her gaze from mine, looking over to Ori who scowls at her. She gives him a little flip of her hand. “He may, or may not have been, involved in a few of my latest outings.”  
 
    He places his glass on the counter, stalking toward her with a devious grin. “You owe me three thousand dollars.” She sticks her tongue out at him, flipping him off. “That’s payback for you knocking my bow on our last bet.” She places her glass behind her on the counter as he grips her wrist, sliding his arm around her in a head lock.  
 
    She winks at me, before thrusting an elbow into his stomach, darting behind him and kicking the back of his knee. He drops to the ground, catching himself with one hand as he starts to swing his arm behind him. She grips his arm, pulling it back in an unnatural position. “Alright!” He holds his other hand up in surrender.  
 
    I stare at them, stunned at the display going down in my kitchen. She smacks him in the back of the head as she steps around him, leaning her hip against the cabinet and picking up her drink and narrowing her eyes at me. “Snitches get stitches.” She reaches over, smacking her hand against my bare chest. I stumble back a few steps, catching myself on the counter just as her hand grips under my arm.  
 
    “Shit. Sorry. You’ve still got poison running through you.” She leaves her hand under mine as I straighten to standing. “Don’t worry though. You seem to be pretty tough. I’m sure you’ll bounce back quickly.” I shake my head slightly before lifting the glass in my hand and swallowing the remainder of my drink. Sipping cognac be damned.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    I step into the bathroom, placing my back against the door and closing my eyes. My head is still throbbing, and my body is weak and achy like I’ve had the flu. I hear whispering coming from the living room. I turn the doorknob, gently opening the door so I can hear what they’re saying. “There’s no way he’s a normal! A bite like that would’ve turned him within seconds, Eri!” I peek one eye through the crack of the door, seeing her fling her hands up at her sides.  
 
    “I know that, but I checked his wrist! He doesn’t have the mark.” She shakes her head as she places her hands on her hips. “Then why the hell did the Division send us here? There has to be more to this guy.” I take this as my opportunity to come out of the bathroom. I was going to take a shower, but that can wait. I need answers.  
 
    “What mark? What’s the Division? Who the hell are you two? What the actual fuck are those people with red eyes, and just, what?!” My voice raises with every word. Ori shakes his head, dropping down on the couch. “If he is a normal, he just heard way more than he needed to.” Eri gives me a concerned look. “Go take a shower, Ashley. We’ll be here when you get finished and I’ll explain everything.” 
 
    I glare at her for a few seconds before spinning and walking back down the hallway, slamming the bathroom door closed behind me. I walk to the shower, turning the water on, before stripping out of my gym shorts. Part of me hopes they’re gone when I return, the other part wants to know what the hell is going on in this world. 
 
    I take a long shower, letting the warm water relax my tense, aching muscles. As the water begins to get cold, I turn it off, stepping out of the shower and grabbing a towel from the hook. Wrapping it around my waist I step into the hallway, walking across and shutting my bedroom door once I’m inside. I drop my towel to the floor, standing in front of my closet.  
 
    The door swings open and I cup my hands in front of me, staring at Eri with wide eyes. Her expression matches my own. “Oh, uh, sorry, I, uh, just wanted to check on you.” I watch as her eyes slide along my body, her cheeks flushing as she stops on my hands that are covering my middle. She quickly darts her eyes back up to mine. “So, you’re okay? Good, good, good.”  
 
    She starts to back out the doorway, her eyes trailing downward as she begins to close the door. “Wait. What’s that?” She points toward where my hands are cupped around me. I throw my hands up at my side, an exasperated sigh escaping me. “That’s my dick!” She covers her eyes with both hands. “Oh, God! You did not just show me your… thing!”  
 
    I look down, realizing I did in fact, show her my thing. I quickly cover myself. She begins to giggle as Ori steps in the doorframe behind her. He scowls over at me. “Now you’re flashing my sister?” I hold one hand up toward him. He pinches his eyes closed, bringing his hands up to cover his face. “Woah! I do not need to see that!”  
 
    Eri giggles wildly. Reaching back with one hand to smack Ori blindly as she keeps her eyes closed. “Did you see it?” He groans as she giggles more. I let out my own groan as I tilt my head toward the ceiling. “I didn’t mean to flash your sister. Once again, sorry. Now if y’all would get the hell out of my room, I’ll happily put some clothes on.”  
 
    She stops giggling, peeking through her fingers at me with one eye. She drops her hands, starting toward me. “Hold off on the clothes. I want to look at something.” Ori spins around quickly, giving me a death glare as his sister walks toward my naked body.  
 
    She kneels to the ground in front of me, my heart rate quickening at the proximity from her face to my, thing. She places her hand on my wrist, looking up to me with an awkward smile. “Can you just shift your arm a bit?” I look up at the ceiling as I move my arm slightly, being careful not to let anything slip out of my hands and trying like hell not to get aroused.  
 
    “Ori, come look at this.” We both groan. I keep my eyes on the ceiling as he approaches me. “I seriously don’t want to be this close to another man’s dick.” He murmurs as he bends down. “What the hell?” He stands up, looking at me quizzically as I bring my eyes back down. Eri stands next to him, the same expression on her face.  
 
    I look down, thinking something may have happened to me last night that I don’t remember. Nothing looks out of place. No bruises, or cuts. I look back up to them, my eyes going from one to the other. I give a slight shrug. “What?” Eri spins on her heels, walking out of the room, Ori following her. “Meet us in the living room.” He closes the bedroom door as he leaves.  
 
    Quickly, I throw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, wanting to figure out what the hell is going on. I step out of my room, walking into the living room to find Ori in one of the dining chairs he brought into the living room and Eri on the couch, her legs crossed under her.  
 
    They both look up at me as I step in the room. I hitch my thumb over my shoulder toward the hallway. “What the hell was that about?” I step around the coffee table, sitting on the opposite end of the couch from her. She lets out a long breath before looking over to me. “You’ve never noticed the mark next to your hip bone?” I give a little chuckle as I sit back on the couch. “It’s just a mole. Well, a few moles in odd placement.” 
 
    She sits back on the couch, placing her hands on the side of her head as she drops her gaze to her lap. “You seriously have no fucking clue, do you?” I flip my hand in the air. “Would one of y’all please explain what the fuck is going on?” Ori sits back in his chair, throwing a look at Eri as she stands.  
 
    She steps in front of the coffee table, placing her hands behind her back and beginning to pace. “I’m not supposed to tell you anything.” She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth, chewing nervously. She paces for a few moments, stopping and looking at her brother. “We have to tell him.” He stands from his chair, his brows drawing together in concern. “No way. We were told to bring him in.” 
 
    She glances back to me, the look in her eyes making my pulse quicken. She turns from me, rolling her shoulders back and holding her head high as she faces her brother again. “I’m telling him. He deserves to know the truth.” Ori looks from me to her a few times before dropping his gaze to the floor, shaking his head slowly. “I’m out, Eridanus.”  
 
    He grabs the chair by the back, returning it to its rightful place at the small dining table next to the kitchen. He looks back to her, a soft smile on his lips. “You sure about this?” She glances over her shoulder at me briefly before turning her focus back to him, simply nodding her head in response. He lets out a sigh as he opens the front door. “You have my number, sis.”  
 
    The door closes behind him. I stare at Eri’s back as she stares at the door. After a few seconds she walks toward the door, locking the handle and sliding the dead bolt in place. She turns, placing her back against the door with a sigh. Eventually her eyes meet mine. “What do you want to eat?” I shake my head. No way in hell am I eating now. My stomach grumbles in protest.  
 
    She gives me a smirk as she walks into the kitchen. I stand, following behind her. I prop against the counter as she bends, looking in the refrigerator. She pulls a few items out, placing them on the counter. She looks at me with a pointed look. “You sit. I’ll cook.” I hop up on the counter, leaning my elbows on my knees. She rolls her eyes at me playfully, a smirk on her lips. “That’s not what I meant, but.”  
 
    I watch her as she begins to pull cabinets open and places pots and skillets on the stove. She lets out a heavy sigh, glancing at me from the corner of her eye. “Those moles on your hip, are not moles. That’s the mark.” She shakes head slightly, lifting one of the pots and walking to the sink. She turns the faucet on, filling the pot with water. “Let me start from the beginning.” 
 
    I reach over next to me, grabbing the bottle of dark liquor from the counter. I lean to the side slightly so I can pull the cabinet open, pulling two glasses out. I pull the glass cork from the bottle, pouring a generous helping in each glass. Hopping off the bar, I step over next to her, tapping her arm and extending the glass.  
 
    She raises an eyebrow at me as she takes the glass from my hand. “You really shouldn’t be drinking after that much poison.” I shrug one shoulder, bringing the glass to my lips and taking a small sip like she suggested earlier. She smirks at me as she focuses back on the stove. I hop up on the counter where I can watch her.  
 
    “You were going to start at the beginning.” She lets out a low sigh as she dumps mushrooms in a sauté pan. “The beginning. Right.” Turning away from me she opens the refrigerator again, grabbing a few more items that she piles on the counter. “So, the people you’ve been running into are Red Eyes, aka, demons.” She tosses spinach into the same pan with the mushrooms.  
 
    “They are obviously after you. Most people, most normal people,” she glances at me from the corner of her eye. “Don’t stand a chance against a Red Eye. You, however, have managed to survive four attacks in one week.” I scoff, pulling my glass up to my lips for another sip. “I don’t think I would’ve survived without your help.” The corner of her lip pulls up slightly.  
 
    “Anyway, I’m a Stalker. Ori, too.” She stops stirring and looks over to me with wide eyes, shaking her head swiftly. “No. I didn’t mean that. Orion is just my brother.” I lean forward, placing my hand on her shoulder. “I’m not going to say anything. Trust me.” She gives me a slight nod as the corner of her lip pulls up ever so slightly, turning her eyes back to the stove. “Our job within the Division is to hunt the Red Eyes.”  
 
    I nod as she continues. “Your mark is different from mine.” She places the spoon on the stove, stepping over to me with her wrist held out. I stare down at her wrist, noticing the three, perfect, white circles in a line. She pulls her arm back, stepping back in front of the stove and grabbing the spoon.  
 
    Shaking her head slightly she looks over at me. “The Red Eyes have the same mark, except their’s are black in color.” I think about the mark on my own body. One of mine is black, another white, and the middle on is half white, half black. “But my mark doesn’t look like either of those.” She nods her head as she throws sliced cherry tomatoes in the sauce she’s making.  
 
    “The only logical reason I can come up with, is you’re a half breed.” I chuckle as I raise my glass to my lips. There is zero logicality to this conversation. I watch as she lifts the pot of boiling water from the stove, stepping over to the sink and pouring it into a colander. I hadn’t even noticed she’d put pasta in the pot. “So, what does that mean?” 
 
    She glances at me over her shoulder as she shakes the pot in front of her, giving me a slight shrug. “I don’t know.” She sighs as she places the pot in the sink, grabbing the colander and returning to the stove. “There’s never been one before.” She glances over at me with a barely there smile. “A half breed, I mean.” I tilt my glass of cognac up, emptying the glass. I sit it on the counter next to me as she bustles around the kitchen, grabbing plates from the cabinet and plating the meal.  
 
    I hop off the counter as she finishes, my head swimming with the liquor and apparently poison. She walks by me toward the table with two plates in hand as I stand in the kitchen watching her. She glances at me over her shoulder after setting the plates down, a worried look on her face.  
 
    Turning toward me, she walks my way, offering her hand out as she reaches me. I lift my hand, placing it in hers as she leads us toward the table. “Are you feeling alright?” I shake my head slightly as I sit in the chair closest. Eri slides into the chair next to me, pulling the two plates in front of us both. “You’ll feel better in the morning.”  
 
    I nod as I pick up my fork, barely able to focus on the plate in front of me with my double vision. Somehow, I manage to shove a bite of the pasta in my mouth, closing my eyes and moaning as the flavors dance across my tongue. “You like?” I open one eye, zeroing in on her beautiful face as I nod slowly.  
 
    I know I haven’t had that much to drink tonight, but I feel like I’m back in college after a keg party. Scooping another bite of pasta in my mouth I sit back, folding my arms behind my head and closing my eyes. I open one eye as I feel her hand on my bicep, gently pulling my arm down. “I need you to eat more than that.”  
 
    I give a drunken shrug as I pick up the fork on the side of my plate, shoving another bite of the delicious pasta in my mouth. My eyes close on their own accord as I chew slowly. The effects of the alcohol making me sleepy. My head starts to drop forward as I feel hands on my shoulders, shaking me gently. “Come on, Ash. Eat everything on your plate, then I’ll take you to bed.”  
 
    I open one eye, giving what I hope is a seductive grin. “You’ll take me to bed?” She scoffs as she picks up my fork from my plate, scooping a large amount of food on it and shoving it in my mouth. I have no choice but to chew the food in my mouth, swallowing heavily. She places another forkful in my mouth as I shake my head.  
 
    I push back from the table as I chew the pasta in my mouth, shaking my head. “I’m done.” She sighs heavily. I open my eyes to slits to see her scowling at me, her arms crossed under her breasts, thrusting them upwards. I lean my head back against the chair, letting out a heavy sigh of my own as my eyes close. “I’m going to bed.” 
 
    I will myself to stand and walk down the hallway to my bedroom, but it doesn’t work. I feel hands slide under my arms, pulling me to standing. Swaying slightly, I open one eye looking down at Eri as she holds me up. “Come on, let’s get you to bed.” I attempt to nod at her, instead sending myself off balance as we make it into the hallway.  
 
    My shoulder slams into the wall. I chuckle as she wraps her arm around my middle, guiding me toward my bedroom as I stumble along. Once we reach my bedroom door, she props me against the wall, opening the door with one hand as she keeps one on my chest. I laugh as I begin sliding down the wall, her hand clenching into my shirt as she wraps the other around me, stopping me from sliding to the floor.  
 
    I drunkenly place my arms around her shoulders as she guides us into my bedroom, staring down into her perfect, green eyes. “You are so fucking beautiful.” She laughs lowly as she reaches behind her, grasping my hands in hers and pushing me backwards. I land hard on my bed.  
 
    She leans over me, her hands going to the button on my jeans. I lift my hands, placing them behind my head as my eyes close, a low moan coming from me. “Rock my world, dream girl.” My eyes jerk open as her hand lands on my chest roughly. I stare up at her, both of her, noticing her eyebrows drawn together, a frown on her face.  
 
    She grips the waistband of my jeans, pulling them down with no help on my end. “Do you want your shirt on?” I mumble something incoherently as she grips my arms, pulling me upward. Somehow, she manages to get my shirt off, pushing me back to the bed.  
 
      
 
    I barely open my eyes, finding the morning sun streaming through my bedroom window. I lift my head slightly as I feel fingers running through my hair. With my eyes fully open I realize my head is once again in Eri’s lap, my arms wrapped around her legs. “Good morning, sleepy head.” 
 
    She ruffles my hair as I push myself up to sitting, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed and looking at her over my shoulder. She has her back against the headboard of the bed, a manuscript from work in her hands, and a bright smile. “How are you feeling?”  
 
    I grunt at her as I stand. My head is pounding, and my body feels like I’ve been in a boxing match. I look down at myself, realizing I’m in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs. Oh, shit. Did we have sex last night? I try to recount the events of last night, remembering being in the kitchen, eating, then it kind of goes hazy.  
 
    Turning to her I give her an impish grin. “Uh, did we, you know?” I gesture my hand between us as she laughs, shaking her head side to side. She swings her legs over the bed, her shoulders bobbing up and down as she tries to suppress her laughter. After a few seconds she looks up at me, one eyebrow raised with a smirk on her face.  
 
    “No. We did nothing. You wouldn’t have been able to find your, thing, even if I would have decided to ‘rock your world’.” She rolls her eyes at me. “You need to work on your pickup lines. Who the hell says that anymore?” I let out a groan as I place my hands to my face, muttering an apology. Why do I keep making an ass of myself in front of this beautiful woman? 
 
    I open my eyes as she pats my bare chest, walking by me and opening the bedroom door. “Grab a shower while I make breakfast.” I watch her walk out the door. Well, I watch her ass in those tiny shorts as she walks away. My phone pings on the nightstand next to the bed. Picking it up, I read the text from Cam. I’m on my way to your apartment to grab the manuscripts.  
 
    My eyes widen in alarm. “Oh, shit.” I didn’t realize today is Friday. Quickly, I spin out of my bedroom, making my way down the hallway into the kitchen. I glance at the dining table where I thought I had left the manuscripts a few days ago. “I thought you were showering.”  
 
    Eri steps into the dining area just off the kitchen, her hand on her hip as she stops next to the table. My eyes wander over her body. She has on a sports bra and a pair of tight-fitting athletic pants. She snaps her fingers, my eyes moving back to hers. I reach my hand up, placing it on the back of my neck nervously. “Uh, yeah I am. My colleague is on his way to pick up the manuscripts that I thought were on the table.”  
 
    I let out a heavy sigh, covering my face with my hands. James is sure to strip me of my promotion for this fuck up. I haven’t read even one of them. “Here they are.” I pull my hands from my face to see Eri holding the stack out to me. Taking the few steps to her I take them. “Fuck.” I shake my head as I hold the papers in my hand. There’s no way I can even skim through them before Cam gets here. 
 
    She tilts her head to the side slightly, looking up at me with concern. “Are you not feeling well?” I walk over to the table, flipping the first packet open as I shake my head, pulling a chair out. “No. I was supposed to read through all of these and have them back this morning. Dammit.”  
 
    I pull the dining chair out the rest of the way, sitting in the seat as I begin to read the first page quickly. I see Eri pulling out the chair next to me, sitting down. “I can tell you my thoughts on them.” I look up to her, my eyes widening. “You read them?” She shrugs one shoulder. “I had to do something the last two nights while I watched you.”  
 
    My brows draw together in confusion. “You’ve been awake for two nights? Watching me?” She gives another shrug, reaching across the table and sliding the papers toward her. Picking the one off the top she hands it to me. “This one is garbage. The story doesn’t make sense, and there’s too many holes in the plot.” 
 
    I stand from the chair, making my way into the kitchen and grabbing a pen from the counter. I uncap the pen as I slide back into the chair, writing her notes on the front page. She passes the next one to me. “This one I liked a lot. The only thing I would change are the fight scenes. They become repetitive. I mean, how many times can you throat punch someone?” I chuckle as I write what she says.  
 
    I look over to her as she picks up the next one, holding it in both hands in front of her with an excited smile on her face. “This one is perfect, and I love that this author chose a strong, female lead to rule the kingdom.” She squeezes the papers to her chest, giving me a bright smile. “Can I keep this one?” We both chuckle as she passes it to me. “I promise I’ll buy it for you as soon as it’s published.” 
 
    I glance over at her from the corner of my eye as I make notes on the cover page. Not that she needs a book about a strong female, she’s living it. She passes me the next manuscript. “This one, I hated, but to be fair, I’m not into westerners. For what it is, it’s a good book, but the main character needs to be tuned in more. He’s all over the place with his thinking.”  
 
    The doorbell rings as I jot down notes on the last one. I glance up as Eri stands from the chair, making her way to the door. She turns back to me, her eyes wide. “Oh! I haven’t finished the one in your bedroom.” I wave my hand toward her. “It’s fine. You have no idea how much you helped me.” She gives a shy smile as she turns back to the door, pulling it open.  
 
    “Oh, hi. Uh, is Ashley here?” She pushes the door further open, allowing Cam to step in. I stand from the table, suddenly realizing I’m in my underwear. Cam’s eyes widen in surprise as I grab the manuscripts from the table, walking over and handing them to him. “Sorry to interrupt. I haven’t heard from you in a few days so I thought you may have forgotten we were supposed to meet before work today.” 
 
    Eri walks by both of us toward the kitchen. “You’re not interrupting. I was just about to make breakfast if you’d like to join us.” She slips into the kitchen without waiting for his response. He looks over to me, a shit eating grin on his face. “Holy shit, dude!” He whispers toward me. 
 
    I know how this must look to him, but little does he know all I’ve done for the better part of two days is sleep and make a fool of myself. I shake my head slightly as he stares at me with that grin. Stepping over I open the door. “You have to get to work, right?” He pats me on the back as he steps out, turning back to me. “And you have to get back to her.” He waggles his eyebrows.  
 
    I chuckle lowly. “See you Monday.” I start to close the door, but he throws his hand up. “Me and the guys are going out for drinks tonight. You in?” I glance back toward the kitchen, hearing Eri softly hum as she moves around. I look back to him, shaking my head. “Not tonight.” He gives me a wicked grin. “Can’t say I blame you. Thanks for your help.” He lifts the stack of papers before turning around and walking toward the elevator.  
 
    Closing the door, I walk back into the kitchen. Eri turns from the stove, giving me a smile as I walk straight for her, throwing my arms around her shoulders and pulling her to my chest in a hug. She stiffens, keeping her hands down at her sides. I pull back, dropping my hands to my sides. “Uh, thank you. You saved my ass.”  
 
    My cheeks heat at her open rejection. I start to turn, but she reaches over, placing her hand on my arm. “Ashley, wait.” I turn back to her, watching as her eyes drop to the floor between us. “I’m sorry. I’m just not used to anyone showing me any kind of affection.” I stare at her, thinking about her running her fingers through my hair as I slept the past two days. How could anyone not want to show this amazing woman affection? 
 
    She lets out a heavy sigh, bringing her eyes back to meet mine. “I’ve been alone for years, other than Ori.” She gives a small shrug, lifting one side of her mouth into a sad smile. “It kind of comes with my job.” She takes a slow step toward me, then another, until she stands directly in front of me.  
 
    She reaches up, wrapping her arms around my waist as I gently place mine around her shoulders. “It’d be nice to have a friend in this world though.” I let out a moan in my mind. And, I’m in the friend zone. We both step back at the same time, me giving her a shy smile as she does the same.  
 
    She waves her hand in a shooing motion. “Now, go clean up so I can fix breakfast.” She turns back to the stove as I walk out of the room, stepping into the bathroom. I slip out of my boxers, throwing them to the hamper in the corner as I turn the water on. Friends? How the hell am I going to think of this incredible woman as just a friend?  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    During my long shower I resolve myself to stay in the friend lane. No more stupid comments, no more awkward hugging, and no more making an ass of myself. I step out of my bedroom in a pair of workout shorts and a T-shirt. After breakfast I intend on hitting the gym next door.  
 
    I step into the kitchen just as Eri turns with two plates in hand. We pass by each other as I go for the coffee pot. I open the cabinet above the machine, finding my coffee container missing. “Do you know where my coffee is?” I glance over to her as she slides into one of the dining chairs. She wrinkles her nose up at me in the cutest way possible. “I kind of finished it off over the past few days.” 
 
    I chuckle as I walk over to the table, sitting in the seat next to her. “That’s how you stayed up for two nights straight? Aren’t you exhausted?” She shakes her head as she lifts her fork. “I’m used to it. Comes with the territory.” I lift me fork as well, taking a huge bite of the scrambled eggs. “No bother. We’ll grab some on the way to my place.” My hand stops mid way to my mouth, glancing over at her with a confused expression. “We?” 
 
    Her mouth forms a little o. “Right. You went all loopy on me during our conversation last night.” She sets her fork down next to her plate, looking over at me. “You’ll be staying with me until the Division leaders get here.” I stare at her wide eyed. “Why?” She tilts her head to the side, giving me a sad smile. “The Red Eyes aren’t going to stop coming for you. I’m not sure why they want you so badly. I’m hoping the leaders have more insight, but until then, I’m here to protect you.” 
 
    She lifts her fork as I stare at her with my mouth hanging open. “But I have a job, and friends, and a life. I can’t just up and leave.” She glances over to me with an annoyed expression. “I don’t live on Mars, Ashley.” She huffs before taking another bite of food. We finish our meal silently.  
 
     
 
    I step into my bedroom, leaving the door open as I walk to my closet, pulling out my suitcase. Eri walks into the room, bouncing onto my bed and picking up the manuscript she was reading this morning. “It’s a shame whoever wrote this will probably end up dead.” I glance over my shoulder at her as I fold a shirt, placing it in my suitcase.  
 
    “What?” She glances up to me, giving a shrug as she flips the packet open. “The Witty, Wanting Witch. Firstly, Eldora hates to be called a witch. Secondly, I can guarantee whoever wrote this didn’t have her permission. She’s kind of a hot head.” I turn to her, placing my hands on my hips with a disbelieving look on my face.  
 
    “You’re not serious?” She looks up from the page, raising her brows to me. “Oh, I am. I’ve seen her kill someone for much less.” She drops her eyes back to the page as I sigh. Witches, demons, stalkers? What’s next? 
 
    I finish packing and wheel my suitcase into the living room, grabbing my wallet and keys from the counter. I do my best to give Eri a smile as we step out of my apartment, even though I feel like my whole world is turning upside down. She links her arm through mine as we wait for the elevator, looking up at me with a bright smile. “I’ve never had a roommate before. This is exciting.” 
 
    I chuckle, stepping in the elevator as the doors open. She removes her arm from mine as the doors close and I instantly want her touch back. “I haven’t had a roommate since college.” We step out into the main lobby, walking side by side toward the door. “Do we need rules?”  
 
    I glance over at her as I hold the door open for her to step out, stepping onto the sidewalk next to her as I drag my suitcase behind me along the sidewalk. “Uh, the only rule we had back in college was not to steal each other’s food.” She laughs lightly as she points toward the left, us falling in step with one another. “We’ll drop your luggage off at my place then we can go to the store together.” She glances over at me, a timid smile. “You’re going to be sick of me by the end of the week.” I laugh quietly. Seriously doubting I’ll be tired of her anytime soon. 
 
    She stops outside of one of the newer apartment complexes after walking a few blocks. “This is me.” She pushes the door open, me following behind her. We stand next to each other as we wait for the elevator. I catch her looking at me from the corner of my eye, turning my head slightly to look down at her.  
 
    She averts her eyes as the door opens, stepping inside and placing a key in a small hole on the number panel. “I have strict orders to keep an eye on you at all times. That’s why I said you’re going to be sick of me.” I nod slightly, keeping my eyes focused on the door, wondering why she would have an order like that. 
 
    The door slides open and she steps out ahead of me into a foyer area with one lone door at the end of a hallway. Stepping up to the door she flips up a small door, placing her thumb on a screen. I watch as a blue light shines under her thumb. A low beeping sound follows then the door begins to slowly open. She gives me a grin over her shoulder. “Welcome home, roomie.”  
 
    I shake my head, chuckling as I drag my suitcase in behind me. My mouth slowly falls open as I take in the grand apartment. To the left is a giant wall of windows, overlooking the city. The living room and kitchen are open concept, all pristinely white in color. “Bedrooms are this way.” I follow behind her down a hallway.  
 
    She stops at the end, opening the door and stepping inside. My eyes widen as I take in the enormous room. It’s bigger than my entire apartment. Eri walks across the room, opening another door. “Closet is here.” She steps over to the door next to it, pushing it open. “Bathroom.” She smiles brightly at me. “Thanks” I mutter as I sit my suitcase next to the king size bed. 
 
    I stare across the room at her, unsure of what to do or say. She drops her eyes down to the floor. “I’ll just leave you alone. My room is across the hall if you need me.” She starts toward the door. “Don’t we need to go to the store?” She looks at me over her shoulder, a sad smile on her lips. “You don’t have to go to the store with me. I’ll just have some things delivered.”  
 
    I give her a quizzical look. It almost seems like she wants to spend time with me but is unsure if I want the same. I start toward her, offering my hand. “Let’s go to the store. Please.” She gives me a hesitant smile as she takes my hand. “You’re sure?” I nod at her, pulling her along the hallway. “Yes. You promised me food and coffee.” She giggles lowly next to me, my heart squeezing as she does.  
 
    A sharp pain shoots through my head, causing me to pinch my eyes shut, drop her hand and grip the sides of my head as I stop in my tracks. “Ashley, are you alright?” I feel her hand on my arm, hear the concern in her voice. A burning pain begins along my hip, right where my mark is as my head throbs harder. I lean back against the wall, sliding down into a crouch as I grip my head.  
 
    “Ashley, look at me. You have to tell me what’s wrong, babe.” She places both hands on my cheeks. The pounding in my head begins to fade. I slowly open my eyes, looking into her concerned ones. The burning pain on my hip is beginning to fade. I drop my eyes to where my mark is, Eri doing the same. Slowly I pull the waistband of my gym shorts back.  
 
    The once black and white circle in the middle, swirls slowly. We both watch as it stops moving, the black having taken over some of the white. I lift my head to find Eri still staring down at my mark, her mouth dropped open. “What does that mean?” I let my waistband slide back into place as her shocked eyes find mine.  
 
    She shakes her head lightly. “I, I don’t know.” I reach up, cupping my hands over hers that are still on my cheeks while staring into her bewildered, green eyes. “No need to worry about it now. Let’s go shopping.” She blinks at me slowly. I pull her hands from my cheeks, pushing myself to standing and pulling her up with me.  
 
    I lead her out of the apartment, down the elevator and out onto the sidewalk. The whole while she’s quiet, her eyes down on the ground. I squeeze her hand that’s clasped in mine before we go in the store. She looks up to me, her eyes full of concern. I give her a cheeky grin. “Here’s the first real test of being roommates.” She pulls one eyebrow up, the corner of her lip pulling up slightly.  
 
    “Yeah? How’s that?” I pull her through the sliding door, dropping her hand to grab a shopping cart and giving her a sideways grin. “This is where we find out if we’re compatible.” Her cheeks blush lightly, and I instantly realize my misstep with words as she looks away from me. “Some people like sweet snacks, others like salty. You learn a lot about someone while grocery shopping.”  
 
    She looks back over at me with a small smile. “I don’t see how shopping for food could be so telling.” I give her a shrug as I push the cart toward the produce section. I reach for a bag of oranges just as she does the same. I smile at her as she pulls her hand back, clearing her throat. “I like oranges in the morning.” I grip the bag, placing it in the cart.  
 
    She walks ahead of me, grabbing a few vegetables and placing them in. Glancing at me over her shoulder she gives me a sweet smile. “Is there anything you don’t eat? I’m kind of excited to be able to cook this week like a normal person.” I shake my head at her. “Not that I can think of.” She turns, grabbing a few more things and placing them in the cart.  
 
    I follow behind her as we walk up and down each aisle. She stops on the cookie aisle, seriously concentrating. I chuckle as I step over grabbing a bag of chocolate chip cookies and tossing them in the cart. She eyes the bag before picking it up and placing it back on the shelf. “Hey! I like those.” She waves a hand at me, picking up a package of some white powdery cookies, placing it in the cart instead.  
 
    “Chocolate chip is too plain. You’ll love these.” I roll my eyes at her playfully as she turns and walks down the aisle. The next aisle is the chips and sodas. I forgo the sodas, looking for my favorite chips. We both reach for a bag of jalapeño chips, laughing as we look over to each other. “At least we agree on this.” I lift the bag slightly before placing it in our shopping cart.  
 
    She raises one eyebrow at me as she grabs a box of microwave popcorn. “You’ll agree on my cookie selection once you try them.” I let out a scoff as we walk down the aisle. We end on the spirits aisle, her grabbing a bottle of red wine as I grab a six pack of craft beer. “Are we done?”  
 
    She nods her head at me, linking her arm through mine as we walk toward the front of the store to checkout. We stand in the only line available. I pick up a magazine, flipping through it without really looking at anything as she bends over, smelling the flowers that sit in a container at the end of the checkout.  
 
    I watch as she picks up each bouquet, bringing them to her with the tiniest smile on her face. I smile to myself, knowing what I’ll be doing as soon as I get to work Monday morning. Shaking my head, I instantly drop the idea. It’s not so much a friendly gesture as a romantic one and she’s already made it clear we can only be friends.  
 
    We both unload our items on the conveyor belt, and when it comes time to pay, we both produce our credit cards. “How do we do this?” I give her a smile, stepping over to swipe my card. “I got it.” She slaps my hand down, giving me a scowl. “No. You’re my guest. I’ll pay.” I place my hand on her wrist, lowering her hand as I try to swipe my card. “You could split it.” 
 
    We glance over to the cashier who has a bored look on her face as she blows a bubble of gum from her mouth, making a loud pop. I look over to Eri who nods in agreement. “Sounds fair.” She goes first, swiping her card and paying for half the purchase. The cashier tells me to swipe my card for the remaining balance, then hands me the receipt.  
 
    I push the cart over to where it goes, lifting the majority of the bags. She grabs the last few as we walk out the door side by side. I still can’t get those damn flowers out of my head. I glance over to her, leaning down and setting the bags on the sidewalk. “I forgot something. I’ll be quick.” She gives me a concerned look, starting to open her mouth, but I beat her to it.  
 
    “I’ll go straight to what I forgot, keep my head down and not look at anyone.” I wave my hands around me. “It’s broad daylight. Nothing’s going to happen.” She closes her mouth, giving me a glare as I back toward the door, darting in as the doors slide open. Luckily, there’s no one in line as I walk up with the bouquet of flowers in hand.  
 
    The cashier hands me my receipt and I briskly walk back out the door. Eri draws her brows together as she looks from the flowers to me. I bend down picking up the bags from the sidewalk. “It’s not like I can surprise you, but these are for you.” Her eyes light up as she takes them from me, juggling the bags she holds to one hand. “Thank you.”  
 
    We start back toward her apartment, both of us quiet. Now I’m thinking the flowers were a bad idea. Dammit, I knew it was too romantic. “No one’s ever bought me flowers before.” I glance over at her, finding her smiling down at the flowers in her hand. I smile at her, knowing it was the right decision.  
 
     
 
    We make it into her apartment, both walking into the kitchen and setting our bags on the white counter tops. I begin unloading the food as she rumbles around in a low cabinet. “I don’t even own a flower vase.” She holds up a clear pitcher. I give her a shrug. “That will work just fine.”  
 
    I sneak glances at her the whole time I put the groceries away. Feeling good that I bought those flowers that she can’t stop smiling at. “So, what are we going to do for the rest of the day?” She glances at me over her shoulder. “I need to train for a bit, but after that we can do whatever you want to.” I look down at my workout clothes I threw on earlier. “I really wanted to get a workout in.” 
 
    She turns, facing me with her pitcher of flowers in hand. “That’s perfect! You can workout while I train.” She walks by me, placing the flowers on the counter at the end of the bar. Taking a step back she gives a once nod at the flowers. “Perfect. Now you can see them from both rooms.”  
 
    She looks up at me with a smile, gesturing her hand for me to follow as she steps around the bar of the kitchen, walking toward the hallway. She stops at the first door we come to, punching in a code on the keypad on the door. The door slowly slides into the wall. I follow her into a large, empty room with solid white walls.  
 
    She points toward a door on the far wall. “Gym’s through there.” I walk by her toward the door, wondering what kind of training she’ll be doing in an empty room. Opening the door on the far wall my eyes pop open wide. This place is better than the state-of-the-art gym I belong to. Every piece of workout equipment imaginable is in the large room.  
 
    I start to pull the door closed behind me. “If you want music on, just say what kind you want out loud. The house robot will play it for you.” I give her a quizzical look over my shoulder to which she laughs. “Artificial intelligence maid.” She gives a shrug as she struts toward a door I hadn’t noticed on the other wall.  
 
    Closing the door, I walk toward the weight machine, adding a few weights and getting started. Two hours later, I’m spent. I hop off the treadmill, running the back of my hand along my forehead. I walk toward the door, the thought of a nice, cold shower on my mind.  
 
    Pulling the door open, I stop in place. The room has been transformed into a dark alleyway. Eri stands in the middle of the room, her signature black, leather outfit on and thigh high boots with the heels. Her bow and arrow are drawn back as she focuses forward. The music in the room is loud. Really loud. I can’t believe I didn’t hear it from the next room.  
 
    I close the door behind me, watching her as she sends arrow after arrow at the people that jump into view on the walls. One of the people on the wall draws a weapon. My mouth falls open as I watch Eri do some kind of ninja spin where her legs fly over her head, landing in a crouched position on the floor she pulls back her bow, her arrow hitting the virtual assailant in the chest and falling to the ground.  
 
    The music begins to fade, and I take the opportunity to let her know I’m going to grab a shower. “Eri!” I call as I start toward her. She spins quickly, launching an arrow straight for me. Instinctively, I drop to the floor, covering my head with my hands. I look up at the sound of her laughing.  
 
    She’s bent over at the waist, clutching her side as she laughs wildly. I scowl at her as I push myself off the floor. “It’s not that funny.” She laughs harder. My scowl instantly transforms to a smile as I watch her laughing. I move toward her quickly, grabbing her around the waist and spinning us in a circle.  
 
    “You could’ve killed me!” She slaps her hand against my bare chest as I place her feet back to the floor. She looks up to me with a wide smile. “They’re rubbers. It would’ve bounced off and fell to the floor.” I glance around the room, noticing all of the arrows on the floor, my arm still wrapped around her waist. “Practice off.” She says loudly as my eyes move back to hers.  
 
    The room goes back to white walls, arrows littered along the floor. I stare down into her green eyes, keeping her close to me. I lower my face, dropping my lips to the center of her forehead. There’s nothing in this world I want more than to put my lips on hers in this moment.  
 
    Pulling back, I keep my eyes locked on hers, noticing the way she holds her breath, staring up at me with questioning eyes. The corner of my lips pull up as I remove my arm from around her. “You could’ve warned me you were going to be shooting arrows in here. Even fake ones.”  
 
    She takes a step back as my arm slides down her side. Taking a deep breath, she gives what seems like a forced smile. “Sorry. I thought it was obvious.” We stand staring into each other’s eyes for what feels like an eternity. She breaks the gaze first, looking toward the other door that I haven’t been in. “Did you need something?”  
 
    I suddenly remember why I interrupted her to begin with. “Oh, yeah. I was just going to let you know I’m going to grab a shower.” She nods her head, not meeting my eyes. “I’m going to do the same. I’ll meet you in the living room.” She walks toward the door, stepping inside and closing the door behind her, leaving me in the large room alone.  
 
    I hesitate for a few seconds before walking toward the door that leads back to the hallway. I hit the button on the wall, and it slides open. Stepping out of the room, the door quickly closes behind me as I turn and make my way toward the guest room where I’ll be staying.  
 
    After a quick shower, I change into a pair of pajama pants, forgoing a shirt. Stepping out of the bedroom I make my way down the long hallway to the main living area. Music plays softly in the kitchen as I round the counter. I stop just inside the kitchen, appreciating the sight before me.  
 
    Eri stands in front of the stove with her back to me. Her short, black shorts barely cover her ass, and the light green tank top she wears reminds me of the color of her eyes. As if she senses my presence, she glances at me over her shoulder, a small smile pulling at her lips. “Was the shower alright? I’ve never used that one before.”  
 
    I nod at her as I step toward her, propping against the counter next to the stove so I can watch her cook. She turns her focus back to the pots on the stove, adding spices and stirring numerous ones. The song changes and I instantly recognize it as one of Beethoven’s.  
 
    A nostalgic smile curls my lips. “I didn’t pin you as a classical music kind of girl.” She glances at me from the corner of her eye, lifting a wine glass from beside the stove. “I love classical music.” She hums lowly after taking a sip from her glass, placing it back on the counter.  
 
    I begin to hum along with her, causing her to look over to me with a raised brow. “You like classical?” I nod as I reach for the bottle of red wine. “My Mom used to play it when I was a kid.” She steps away from the stove, pushing up on her tiptoes as she pulls open a cabinet. Turning to me she offers me a wine glass. “My Mom was a classical fan as well.”  
 
    She steps back in front of the stove as I pour a glass of wine for myself. “Can I ask you something?” She nods without looking at me. “Sure. Ask me anything.” I lift the wine glass, taking a sip of the dry, red wine. “What does your name mean?” She looks over at me, still stirring the wooden spoon in the pot. “Eridanus. It’s a constellation.”  
 
    Her eyes move back to the stove. “It’s the sixth largest recognized constellation, representing a river.” I watch as her brows draw together slightly. “Ori, Orion, is also named after a constellation. Along with our brother, Sagitta.”  
 
    She looks over to me with a shy smile. “We come from a long line of constellation names. My Father’s name is Circinus, and his father was Monocerus. It goes back for generations.” I lift my glass to my lips, taking a sip as I stare into her eyes. Lowering the glass, I place it on the counter next to me. “Are you as close with your other brother? Sagitta?”  
 
    She looks back to the stovetop, her mouth dropping at the sides in a frown. “Sagitta was killed by the Red Eyes many years ago.” I drop my eyes to the floor, instantly sorry for bringing the subject up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up any hard times.” I look up as her hand touches my bare shoulder.  
 
    My eyes meet hers, noticing the soft smile on her lips. “It’s okay. It was a long time ago.” Her hand slides from my shoulder, her eyes going back to the stove. “What about you? Any siblings?” I shake my head as I pick up my wine glass. “Just me.” She nods her head slightly. “It was just me until I was fifteen years old.”  
 
    I tilt my head to the side slightly, staring at her with a quizzical look on my face. She glances at me from the corner of her eye. “Orion, Sagitta, and I, are half siblings. We didn’t know about each other until we all showed up at the Academy the same year. Our birthdays are within a few months of each other’s.” 
 
    My eyes widen in surprise, thinking of how it must feel to find out you have siblings after so many years. She steps away from the stove, pushing up on her tiptoes again as she reaches up into a cabinet. “What’s the Academy?” She pulls down two plates, looking over at me with a hesitant gaze. “Uh, it’s where we go to train to be Stalkers.”  
 
    A smile pulls onto my lips. “So, it’s where you go to learn to be a badass?” She chuckles as she places spaghetti on both plates. “Something like that.” Lifting both plates she turns to me. “Would you mind grabbing my wine?” I grab her wine glass, following behind her to the dining room table that’s large enough for ten. 
 
    She sits the plates next to each other on the side of the table that faces the window overlooking the city. I pull her chair out for her, placing her wine glass next to her plate before sliding into the seat next to her. “This smells amazing.” She glances over at me with a bright smile as she picks up her fork.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    After dinner, we both end up on the couch watching TV. My arm is slung over the back of the couch. I glance over at Eri sitting in the middle of the couch under a blanket, her eyes slowly closing. She’s been trying to stay awake for the last hour, even at my insistence she get some sleep.  
 
    I watch as she starts to tip toward me, her eyes closed. “Eri.” Her eyes spring open as she sits up straight. “Huh?” She blinks rapidly, focusing on the TV in front of us. I chuckle lowly, reaching over and grabbing the remote control from the coffee table and turning the TV off. She turns her head toward me, her eyes sleepy. “You need some sleep.” She shakes her head slowly, her eyes closing as a yawn escapes her.  
 
    “Can’t. I have to stay awake as long as you’re in my protection.” I roll my eyes as I stand from the couch, looking down at her curled up, her eyes closed. I bend at the waist, placing one arm under her knees and the other behind her back and lifting her from the couch. I carry her down the hallway as her head rests against my chest.  
 
    Stopping in front of her bedroom door I notice a keypad. I glance down at her in my arms before spinning and carrying her into the guest bedroom. I gently place her on the bed, pulling the comforter and sheet down and placing it on top of her. She lets out a little sigh as she snuggles her head into the pillow.  
 
    I walk over to the door, closing it and flipping the light switch down before walking back to the bed. I push my pajama bottoms down, climbing in the bed next to her in my boxer briefs. “Good night, dream girl.” I whisper into the dark room as I roll to my side, my back to her.  
 
      
 
    I slowly open my eyes, my mouth opening wide with a yawn. Blinking the sleep from my eyes I glance down, finding Eri sprawled across me. Her white, blonde hair in a fan along my chest, her legs tangled with mine under the sheets, and her arm thrown around my waist.  
 
    A smile pulls onto my lips. I could wake up like this every day. I gently try to slide from under her body as to not wake her, hoping I can get a quick workout in before she wakes up. Before I know what’s happening, she’s on top of me, her legs on either side of mine as she straddles me, her hands clenched around my neck. 
 
    I grip her wrists with my hands as she blinks down at me. She jerks her hands back, covering her face as she shakes her head quickly. “Oh my gosh. I’m so sorry.” I close my eyes, counting backwards from a hundred. She’s straddling my waist, my morning wood between us. A low groan escapes me as she shifts forward, her core pressing against me as she places her hand on my bare chest. “Are you alright?” 
 
    I reach down, placing my hands on her hips and lifting her off me effortlessly before swinging my legs over the edge of the bed and walking straight for the bathroom. “I’m good. Taking a shower.” I close the door behind me as I step inside, bracing my hands on the counter and looking down at the bulge in my boxer briefs.  
 
    “Holy case of blue balls.” I mutter under my breath as I turn toward the shower, turning the water on and stepping in without waiting for the water to heat. I flinch as the cold spray hits my back, but damn if it’s not what I need right now. 
 
    I pull the bathroom door open after my long, cold shower to calm my problem, finding Eri sitting on the edge of the bed, her legs crossed underneath her. She jumps off the bed, walking toward me as I grasp the towel around my waist. “I’m so sorry, Ashley. Are you alright?” She stops in front of me, her face contorted with worry.  
 
    The corner of my lip twitches at a smile as I try to give her a solemn face. “You could’ve killed me. Again.” She opens her mouth like she’s about to say something as the smile I can’t hold back any longer creeps on my face. Snapping her mouth shut she gives me a scowl.  
 
    Turning away from me she walks toward the door, flinging it open and stepping out as I chuckle. I quickly throw on a worn pair of jeans and a T-shirt, walking out of the bedroom toward the kitchen where I here Eri talking lowly. “Sure. We’ll see you in a bit.” I step around the bar just as she pulls her phone away from her ear, sliding it onto the counter as she sighs.  
 
    “Everything alright?” Turning to me she gives me a forced smile. “Perfect. Ori has something he needs to tell us.” As if on cue, a voice echoes through the apartment. “Orion is approaching the front door.” I glance upwards, noticing the speakers in the ceiling that the artificial intelligence voice came through.  
 
    Dropping my head, my eyes follow Eri as she walks toward the main door, pulling it open. Orion steps inside as I step around the counter to the main entry way with he and Eri. I notice the look he gives me as he walks by, stalking into the living room. Eri places a hand on my arm as she walks by me, following her brother into the living room.  
 
    I follow suit, stepping into the room and sitting on the couch, opposite of Eri as Ori takes a chair across from us. He glances between us quickly, giving a sigh as he drops his gaze to the floor. Shaking his head, he drops his elbows to his knees. “I don’t come bearing good news.”  
 
    From the corner of my eye I see Eri sit up on the edge of the couch, taking the same stance as her brother. Ori lifts his gaze, looking at Eri. “The Division is coming to kill him.” My eyes widen, my mouth slowly falling open. I have to be the him he’s referring to. “That’s not possible.” I hear her say from my side.  
 
    I watch as he pushes himself to standing, placing his hands on his hips as his eyes meet mine. “He’s dangerous, Eridanus. The demon biting him has awakened the evil within him. It won’t be long until he changes.” I stare at him, my mind traveling back to yesterday when I collapsed in the hallway and my mark transforming. The middle circle taking on more black than white. 
 
    “He’s not transforming. There has to be something we can do.” I glance over to Eri as she stands from the couch, pulling her hair over her shoulder and twisting it nervously. Ori lets out a small sigh, shaking his head lightly. “I’ve talked to all of my contacts. His mark is that of a stalker and a demon. There’s never been one, but that’s what everyone seems to think of his mark.” His eyes find mine, his brows drawing together. “Per protocol, I should kill him now.”  
 
    My blood boils as I stand, clenching my fists at my side. Eri steps between us, placing her hand on my wrist and instantly calming me. Ori looks between our eyes and her hand planted on my wrist, his face contorting with anger. “This isn’t up for debate. He’s going to change, just like the rest before him. Our job is to take out the Red Eyes.”  
 
    I keep my eyes on his, watching as she drops her head, shaking her head slowly. “He’s different, Ori. I can feel it.” He scoffs loudly, rolling his eyes. I have the urge to wrap my hands around his neck, a completely new feeling for me as a surge of anger washes over me. My jaw clenches as the muscles in my arms flex.  
 
    Eri apparently notices, stepping in front of me fully and leaning back against my front. Sliding her hands down my arm that she already touches she laces her fingers though mine as she reaches for my other hand, doing the same. I grip her hands firmly, a sense of calm enveloping me. “There has to be a way to stop the transformation.”  
 
    I take in her words. She believes I’m turning into a monster as well. Jerking my hands from hers I spin away from them both, gripping my head in my hands as my mind spins out of control. I feel her hand on my back, somehow centering me. I lift my head, turning back to face them both, her hand sliding away and the anger I felt earlier consuming me.  
 
    I grit my teeth, closing my eyes as I try to push the emotion away. “How do I stop it?” I open my eyes when I’m met with silence. Eri’s lips dip down at the corners and Ori’s gaze remains that of my impending death. I drop down to the couch, covering my face with my hands as I let out a long sigh. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do. You come from a Stalker and a Demon. The Demon biting you has sealed your fate and you’ll soon be one of them.” I lift my head, taking in Ori’s scowling face. Shaking his head slightly he turns his eyes to his sister. “Either you can kill him, or I will.”  
 
    “Visitors approaching front entrance.” I look up as the voice flows from the speakers on the ceiling. “Shit.” Eri curses under her breath as she walks toward the door. She stands on her tiptoes looking through the peep hole on the door as whoever knocks on the other side. Turning back to us, her eyes are slightly widened. “It’s the Division. We need a plan.”  
 
    Ori huffs, folding his arms across his broad chest. “The plan is to open the door and let the Division take care of this problem.” For the second time in a matter of moments I feel the urge to slam my fists into his face. He glances over his shoulder at me, a smug look on his face as I clench my hands at my side. “Don’t even think about it, kiddo. I could snap your neck without breaking a sweat.” 
 
    Whoever is on the other side of the door knocks again. “Knock it off, Ori.” Eri says calmly as she places her hand on the door, pulling it open and stepping back with her eyes trained on the floor as the two men in business suits step inside. I stand from my place on the couch, the tension in the room thick.  
 
    “Eridanus, Orion.” The taller of the two men says as he stalks into the room. “I see you’ve apprehended the target.” The two men look me over as I grind my teeth in anger. “Get him to the car.” Orion turns my way as I step back. “I’m not going anywhere.” He shakes his head slightly as he continues toward me. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be.” 
 
    Eri darts between us, her back pressed against my front as she holds both of her hands up. “Wait, Ori.” He pauses, giving her a look I can’t decipher. She turns her head toward the two men from the Division. “What are your plans for him?” The taller man with black hair gives her a stern look. “That is not your concern, Eridanus.”  
 
    She drops her hands down, reaching behind her with one and placing it against my thigh, pushing slightly. I take a small step back as she does the same, putting us closer to the hallway. “He’s not leaving my custody until you tell me your plans for him.” She pushes her back against my chest, causing me to take another step back as the man glares at the two of us. “Your task is complete. You will turn him over. Now.” 
 
    We continue our slow steps further toward the hallway. She shakes her head slowly. “This is against what the Division stands for! We don’t hurt innocent people.” The other man in the business suit who has not said a word begins moving toward us. “Wait.” The taller man says. We all stand still, waiting for what, I don’t know.  
 
    “We are taking him to the base hospital where he will be put down humanely seeing as he has not transformed. Yet.” My back stiffens as he talks about me like a common animal in the pound. Eri lets out a long sigh, dropping her gaze to the floor. “Just let me tell him goodbye.” She turns toward me, looking up at me with sad eyes as she pushes me further into the hallway. “You can tell him goodbye right here.”  
 
    She stops, her eyes closing for a few seconds before she turns away from me. “I’m asking for five minutes, to tell a friend goodbye. Surely you can grant me that much, Father.” I watch as the man’s face transforms with anger. “You are not to call me that, Eridanus. You are a Stalker within the Division. You will regard me in the same manor as the others.”   
 
    I see her head lower. “Forgive me, Master Circinus. I simply ask that you give me a few moments in private to say goodbye to my friend.” His brows draw together slightly as he places his hands on his waist. “He is not a friend.” The word friend falls from his lips with vengeance. She turns back to me, placing her hand on my arm and spinning me as she leads us down the hallway. “Eri.” Orion calls with warning.  
 
    We stop in front of the door that leads to the practice room and gym. She quickly punches the numbers in “Eridanus!” The door slides open and she pushes me inside. “I’m sorry, Ori.” She steps in, the door closing behind her. She pushes a button beside the door, locks sliding into place.  
 
    She grips my hand in hers, pulling me toward the door that I haven’t been in. “We have to hurry.” She pushes the door open, dragging me behind her. My eyes widen as I stand in the room, watching as she grabs a black bag, shoving every kind of weapon imaginable inside. “Help me, Ash. We don’t have long before they come after us.”  
 
    I step over beside her, grabbing anything within reach and dumping it in the bag. We stand at the same time, me lifting the bag and slinging it over my shoulder as she steps over to a closet, thrusting both doors open. She grabs another bag, shoving the black, leather looking outfits inside that hang on hooks. Bending at the waist she jerks a drawer open quickly.  
 
    My mouth drops open as she begins shoving large stacks of cash inside the bag. “Activate emergency exit.” The empty wall at the end of the small room begins to swing open, a simple ladder coming into view. I glance over my shoulder as a loud noise comes from the room behind me. “Time to move.” I turn back to see Eri moving toward the ladder quickly, me falling in behind her.  
 
    The wall begins to close behind us, leaving us in total darkness. “It’s 30 steps up. Keep moving. They’ve made it into the practice room.” I nod as I reach my hand out in the darkness, feeling my way around. “That’s my ass, Ashley.” I snicker at her annoyed tone as I finally place my hand on the cool, metal of the ladder. Hoisting the bag onto my back I begin to climb behind her.  
 
    I hear something make a clicking noise, then I’m squinting as sun light streams down from above us. Eri scrambles over the top of the ladder, looking back at me as I do the same. “Initiate lockdown.” The small, circle exit slams closed, making a clicking sound. She stands as do I, taking in my surroundings. “Where are we?”  
 
    “The roof.” She says as she moves by me. I follow behind her because what choice do I have. “We need to move quick. I don’t know if they were still inside when the apartment was placed on lockdown.” She looks over the side of the roof, tossing her bag down to a fire escape landing. I glance over the side, my vision becoming blurry. “Uh, we’re going that way?”                
 
    She arches a brow at me before hopping over the edge of the roof down to the landing, gracefully landing on her feet. Taking a deep breath, I toss the bag down to her. You can do this, Ashley. Don’t be a wussy in front of this badass woman. I place my hands on the edge of the roof railing. “Get your ass moving!” She calls up to me.  
 
    I close my eyes, lifting one leg over the side. I slowly slide myself down, dropping to my feet and keeping my back against the wall firmly. I hear her walking toward the stairs, but I can’t make myself move or open my eyes. “What the hell are you doing? Let’s go!” I know time is of the essence, but, dammit! 
 
    I feel her hand touch mine and I gingerly open my eyes, looking into her light green ones. “We’ve got to go. Now.” She laces her fingers through mine, tugging my hand. With a deep breath I push off the wall, squeezing her hand like a lifeline as we hurry down the stairs side by side.  
 
    When we reach the ground in the alleyway, I have the urge to throw myself to the pavement. Heights are not my thing. We run toward the back of the alleyway. Just as we reach the exit a car slides to a stop in front of us, both of us sliding to a stop. “What the fuck, Eri?!” Ori screams from the driver’s side window. “I don’t have time to deal with you right now. I’ll call you from a burner later.” She turns, pulling my hand to do the same. “Get in the car!”  
 
    She glances at him with a questioning stare. “Get in!” She pulls us both toward the car, opening the backseat and sliding in as I follow behind her. My head snaps back as Ori hits the gas. He turns the car out onto the main street, not bothering to look either way. Horns honk and brakes squeal as he accelerates.  
 
    “You have lost your fucking mind, Eridanus!” He yells from the front seat as he weaves around cars at a high speed. “I have not. You’re not listening to me. Ashely is not a demon.” I see him lift his eyes, locking on hers in the rear-view mirror. “You just locked Master Circinus and his right-hand man in your apartment. The least of your worries is a fucking demon.” His eyes snap over to my own, his brows drawing together.  
 
    His eyes move back to the road as he speeds toward the interstate. “What’s your plan, Eri? I hope like hell it’s a good one.” She sinks back into the seat next to me, letting out a low sigh. “I’m going to visit Eldora. The witches and the Demons have always commingled. I’m hoping one of the elders of her coven has some insight to our little halfbreed here.”  
 
    She glances at me out of the corner of her eye, a smile tugging at her lip. I bump her shoulder with my own as she giggles, leaning in and whispering to her. “I’m not a little anything.” I arch an eyebrow at her as her cheeks tint with a blush. “Stop flirting with my sister before I kill you myself.” I look up to Ori scowling at me in the rear-view mirror.  
 
    He shifts his eyes back to the road ahead. “I figured that was your plan. I’m taking you to the airport, then I’ll go back and let the Division leaders out of your apartment. Code still the same?” She nods at him. “How did you know I was going to take him through the escape?” He glances back to the mirror. “Just a hunch. I made an excuse to get something to open the door with before you locked the apartment down. Hopefully, I was believable, and they don’t suspect me of helping you. Otherwise we’re all fucked.” I look over to Eri who has a worried look on her face. “Where are we going?”  
 
    “Canada.” My eyes widen. “I can’t go to Canada! I start my new position at work tomorrow morning!” I hear Ori scoff from the front seat. “If that’s what you want to do, I’ll gladly turn the car around.” I look back to Eri as she places her hand on my knee gently. “Call and tell them you have the flu or something. It will buy us at least a week.” I shake my head at her quickly. No way in hell am I going to lose my promotion over this. 
 
    She sighs heavily, dropping her head back on the seat as her eyes close. “The Division and the Red Eyes are after you. You don’t stand a chance against them both.” I lean my head back against the seat as well, letting out a sigh because I know she’s right. I place my hand on hers that rests on my knee, curling my fingers around hers. I’m being an ass thinking about my promotion when she just dropped her entire life to help me. 
 
      
 
    We pull up to the airport moments later. I glance out the window as we skip the usual flow of traffic to the main entrance, instead driving around the large building. Ori pulls the car to a stop as a man holds open a gate leading to the taxiway. “My pilot’s waiting for you.” Eri leans forward, snaking her arms around her brother from behind. “I’ll call you when I get a phone.”  
 
    I place my hand on the door, pushing it open and stepping out. “I hope he’s worth it.” Ori mumbles as Eri steps out behind me. Holding both the bags in my hands I follow behind her through the gate. She turns to me, looking up at me with a sad smile. “Call your employer.” Shifting the bags to one hand I pull my cell phone from my pocket, quickly texting my boss to let him know I won’t be at the office this week.  
 
    He responds instantly, wishing me well soon. I look up from my phone to see Eri holding hers in her hand. She lifts it over her head, throwing it to the concrete below. It shatters, pieces of it flying in different directions. I pass mine to her, not having the nerve to break the expensive phone I just got paid off. I cringe as it hits the ground. “We’ll get new ones when we land.” With that she turns away from me, walking toward the small jet that waits for us. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    We take our seats next to each other after boarding the small jet. I turn my head toward Eri who stares out the window. “So.” She looks over to me, a humorless chuckle escaping her as she rests her head against the seat back as the plane begins to move. “So.”  
 
    She reaches over, placing her hand on my own that rests on my knee as the plane moves faster down the runway. “I hate flying.” She barely whispers. I glance over at her, noticing her breathing has accelerated and her eyes are pinched shut. The corner of my mouth pulls up slightly as I turn my hand, lacing our fingers together. “Statistically, flying is safer than traveling in an automobile.”  
 
    She shakes her head ever so slightly as she squeezes my hand. “Not to me. When I’m in a car, I’m the one in control.” As we reach altitude and the plane levels, I expect her to release her grip on my hand, but much to my delight she keeps it firmly placed in mine. “You’re not in control though. You may be in control of your own vehicle, but not the ones that drive around you.”  
 
    She tilts her head looking at me with a raised eyebrow and a small smirk. “You’re not going to convince me to enjoy flying. Besides, how are you so calm with your fear of heights?” I shrug one shoulder. “I just don’t look out the window.” She chuckles lightly.  
 
    We sit quietly for a few minutes, our hands still entwined sitting on my knee. “You Dad wants me dead.” I let out a laugh. “I can honestly say I’ve never had a girl’s Dad want to kill me.” She pulls her hand from mine slowly, sitting up in the seat and folding her legs under her. “He’s not my Dad.” 
 
    I give her a questioning look. She shrugs one shoulder. “Biologically, yes, he’s my Father, but he’s not my Dad. I never had a Dad growing up.” I think about my own Dad. Playing catch, talking about books together, fishing, hunting, all the things a Father and son do. “What about you, Ashley?”  
 
    I give her a small smile. “My Dad was amazing. My Mom too.” Her lips drop slightly at the corners. “Was?” I nod sadly. “A house fire. Right before I left for college.” I clasp my hands together, placing them in my lap. “It was the weirdest day. We had plans to pack up the car and head for the beach that morning, but when I walked into the kitchen they had strange expressions on their faces as they told me we wouldn’t be going and they needed me to leave the house for the morning.”  
 
    I let out a huge sigh as I sit back in my seat, looking up at the ceiling of the plane. “I went to a friend’s house for a few hours and when I pulled back into our driveway the house was burnt to the ground, police officers and firefighters everywhere. Their bodies were never recovered. The fire was so hot it destroyed them.” I shake my head, the emotion of that day weighing on me. “I’m sorry, Ashley. That must’ve been so hard for you.”  
 
    I nod in agreement. That was the worst day of my life. “Which was the Demon and which the Stalker?” I look over to Eri, giving her a slight shrug. “I have no idea. I didn’t even know this world existed until a few days ago.” Her brows draw together slowly. “How could you not know and live with them?” I think back to my childhood. “Mom was that mom that baked cookies for the neighborhood and shit. She volunteered at the hospital. There’s no way she was a Demon. And Dad, he was the librarian at the local high school. He didn’t have a mean bone in his body.”  
 
    “Hmm.” I look over to her as she looks forward, tapping one finger to her chin. “You never saw their mark?” I shake my head. “Nope. Dad always wore a watch on his wrist though. I can’t ever remember him being without it.” I let out a chuckle. “Actually, he wore it on his right wrist even though he was right handed. Kind of odd.” She pushes her arm in front of me, her wrist facing up. “All Stalker’s marks are on their right wrist. Your Dad was the Stalker.” 
 
    I think about it for a split second. “You’re probably right, but that would make my Mom the Demon. There’s just no way.” She gives me a funny look before shaking her head and looking out the window. “It doesn’t matter. I was just curious.” I sit back in my seat, thinking about the mess my life has become and how my parents should’ve told me about all of this. At least warned me! 
 
    I glance over to find Eri’s eyes closed, her head nodding against the window. Reaching around her I pull her to my chest, my arm wrapped around her shoulders. She places her hand on my chest, pulling her legs up beside her on the seat. “I’m just going to rest my eyes.” I chuckle lightly as I run my hand through her long, blonde hair.  
 
      
 
    My eyes spring open as I feel Eri moving away from me. I sit up, noticing the worried look on her face as the plane begins to descend. She crosses her legs under her, pinching her eyes shut and leaning her head back. “I hate landing worse than flying.” I grip her hand in my own, lacing our fingers together, trying to comfort her.  
 
    “Statistically, landing in a plane is safer than landing in a car.” Her lips tug at a smile as she reaches over with her free hand, smacking me in the arm playfully. “You’re not cute.” I laugh as her smirk widens. “You know I’m cute.” She opens one eye, raising her eyebrow at me with a soft smile. “You’re not cute. Handsome, yes. Cute, no.”  
 
    We stare at each other as the plane lands. Both of our smiles gone as something else takes over. She closes her eyes as the wheels hit the ground, not opening them until we are completely stopped. We exit the plane to a small airport in what seems to be the middle of nowhere.  
 
    “Uh, how are we going to get wherever we’re going?” She looks over to me with a smirk. “A car.” I scoff, rolling my eyes as we walk toward the building. Expecting to go inside I keep moving forward, noticing her veering over to the right. “Where are you going?” I look over to her, seeing she’s a few feet away from me.  
 
    I step over to her, falling in step with her as we walk toward the mostly empty parking lot. She pulls a set of keys from the bag she’s carrying, hitting the button on the remote. A black sports car comes to life in front of us. She walks over, opening the driver’s side door as I step over to the passenger.  
 
    We get in the car, my legs pushed toward me in the tiny space. I begin letting the seat back as she laughs. “We’ll have to stay in a hotel tonight. It’s too long a drive to Eldora’s place for us to arrive at a decent time. Especially since we’re showing up unannounced.” She puts the car in gear, peeling out of the parking area.  
 
    We pull up in front of a small hotel. The vacancy sign blinking as we both exit the car. “Let me do the talking.” I roll my eyes at her as I hold the door open, letting her walk in before me. She walks up to the counter where an elderly man sits behind watching a small television on the counter. “What can I do for you?” He asks without looking up. 
 
    “We need a room for the evening.” He nods slowly, pulling his eyes away from the screen to look at us. “I’ll need an ID and it’ll be a hundred a night.” She pulls a stack of bills from the bag she carries, placing a hundred-dollar bill on the counter. “It’s seems in our haste of leaving, we both forgot our ID’s.” She places another hundred on the counter.  
 
    “We’re just needing a room for the night.” Another hundred on the counter. “And to be checked in as Mr. and Mrs. Smith.” Another hundred. “Do you have any rooms available?” Another hundred. The man looks from the money on the counter to her. “You said Smith?” He reaches forward, sliding the money toward him as Eri nods.  
 
    He reaches under the counter, producing a key that he places on top, sliding it toward her. “All I’ve got is a queen bed. Room G.” She gives him a cursory nod as she grips the key in her hand, turning from the counter. “I don’t have to worry about the police coming after you two, do I?” I hold the door open as she looks at him over her shoulder. “Police? No, not at all. There may be a demon or two knocking though.” She gives him an exaggerated wink as he chuckles, turning his attention back to the small TV. 
 
    “Really? Aren’t you supposed to stay quiet about that shit?” She giggles lightly as we walk toward our room. We stop at the door with a large G on the wall next to it. Eri placing the key in the handle and turning. The door opens and we both take in the small room with wood panel walls. The TV is one of those big box types that no one has seen in the last two decades.  
 
    “Well, it’s better than sleeping in the car.” She says as she steps in the room, placing her bag on the desk that sits against the wall. I swing the bag full of weapons from my shoulder, placing it next to hers. She sits on the edge of the bed, reaching over and turning the TV on. Pushing buttons but all that comes out is static.  
 
    She lets out a sigh as she lays back on the bed. “TV doesn’t work.” I look around the room again. “Well, what are we going to do?” She sits up, placing her hands at her side. “We could drive through town. See if there’s anywhere to get some clothes since neither of us had a chance to pack. And I could use something to eat.”  
 
    I lean over the desk, grabbing her car keys before opening the door. “Sounds like a plan.” She gives me a smile as we walk out of the room together. 
 
    After driving for about twenty minutes we spot a small store with the lights on. She’s pulls into a parking spot, peering out the windshield at the store. “Let’s hope they have what we need. I don’t think we’re going to find anything else tonight.” The door to the small store opens as she walks toward it. We both stop just inside the door, looking around.  
 
    It appears to be a general store of sorts. “I’ll go this way, meet you in the middle.” I nod as she starts off toward the right. Turning I begin walking down the aisles, grabbing a few things as I go. I stop at a rack of T-shirt’s, lifting one up I laugh. The shirt reads Canada across the front. The most touristy thing someone can buy. I grab one in my size and another in a smaller size for Eri. 
 
    “Did you find anything?” I turn at the sound of her voice, my mouth instantly lifting with a smile. I gesture to the T-shirt’s. “I found us a shirt for tomorrow.” She laughs lightly while shaking her head as she steps forward, pulling one of the shirts out. “The Smith’s are going to be styling tomorrow.” I chuckle as I tilt my head toward her arm that she has a few items tucked in. “What’d you find?” 
 
    She glances down. “Toothbrushes, toothpaste, shampoo, deodorant.” She gives a small shrug. “I did find a pack of playing cards too.” I smile at her. God, she has to be the most breathtaking woman on this planet. Her cheeks tint slightly as she tears her eyes from mine. “Are we done?” I step over next to her as we walk down the aisle toward the register. 
 
    The woman behind the counter peppers us with questions as she rings up our items. “What brings you here?” Eri snakes her arm through mine. “Oh, we just needed a getaway.” The woman smiles kindly across the counter before gesturing her hand behind her. “Will you be needing anything behind the counter?” My cheeks burn as I take in the items behind the counter. Condoms, condoms, and more condoms. 
 
    I clear my throat, running my hand along the back of my neck nervously. If this woman or Eri knew how badly I do want to buy them and put them to use. Eri gives the woman a warm smile, leaning toward the counter with her hand cupped next to her mouth. “Unfortunately, we don’t. He’s impotent.”  
 
    My mouth drops open in shock as the woman behind the counter gives me a sad smile. “That’s too bad.” I stare at Eri with a scowl as the cashier rattles off the total and she hands her cash. We step out of the store and Eri instantly bursts into a fit of giggles. “Seriously? I had to be impotent. Why couldn’t you just be celibate?” This makes her laugh harder, clutching her side as she bends at the waist trying to catch her breath.  
 
    I can’t even be mad any longer as I watch her giggling so hard. She looks up to me with tears in her eyes from laughing so. I step over to her, wrapping my arm around her waist as she tries to stop laughing. Leading us toward the car, I drop my head, whispering to her. “You’re going to pay for that one.”  
 
      
 
    After finding a small diner to grab a bite to eat we’re both sitting on the bed facing each other, playing cards in hand. “Go fish.” I reach for the stack of cards between us, picking one up. “Got any three’s?” I sigh as I hand over the two cards in my hand. She smiles brightly as she lays the book down in front of her. “Fives?”  
 
    She shakes her head. I reach for the stack between us again, pausing as my fingers touch the deck. “Do you really think I’m a Demon?” I glance up, noticing the devious smirk on her face. “I mean, have you looked in the mirror?” I give her a devious grin of my own before tossing the cards in my hand over my shoulder and lunging at her, pinning her back against the bed. 
 
    I move my hand to her ribs, tickling her without mercy as she writhes under me. “Stop! Oh my, I could, oh!” She laughs wildly as I continue to tickle her. “I’ll kill you, dammit!” She yells at me between laughter. I grip her wrists in my hands, holding them above her head as she smiles up at me.  
 
    Something shifts in the room. The smile on my face slowly fades as hers does the same. I lean forward, crashing my lips against hers as I release her wrists. Her hands instantly tangle in my hair, pulling me closer. A moan escapes her as I slip my tongue in her mouth.  
 
    I run my hand down her side, my hand lingering at the hem of her shirt. She lowers her hands down my back, reaching the hem of my T-shirt and pulling it up. I pull back from her, grabbing the collar of my shirt from behind with one hand and ripping it off. Eri grips her shirt, pulling it up and jerking it over her head, throwing it to the ground.  
 
    My lips crash back to hers. Both of us in a frenzy. Her hand lowers between us, cupping over the bulge in my jeans and I groan against her lips. Pulling back slightly I look into her green eyes. “Are you sure about this?” Her lip lifts on one side. “Never been so unsure of anything in my life.” Grabbing the back of my neck she pulls my lips back to hers. 
 
                    
 
    I lie on my back, gazing up at the ceiling with the biggest, goofiest grin on my face. Eri is sprawled across my chest, her hair fanned out around us as I run my fingertips along her spine. “That was incredible.” She mutters lazily, causing me to chuckle.  
 
    It was incredible though. Hands down, the best sex of my life. It was like each of us knew how to send the other to that next level before we both crashed into a high like no other. “What’s your last name?” She lifts her head, turning to me with a small smile. “I don’t have one.”  
 
    I draw my brows together in confusion. She shrugs the best she can in her position. “I don’t have a last name. I make one up for situations like tonight, but I was never given a proper last name.” She pushes herself off my chest, bringing the sheet around to cover her breasts. She looks away from me, focusing on something on the desk.  
 
    “It’s why I said we could only be friends. My life belongs to the Division and has since I was a teenager.” She looks back to me, a sad smile on her lips. “People like me don’t have lasting relationships. They don’t settle down with one person and live a normal life.” I sit up, reaching for her and lifting her to straddle my hips before resting back on the pillow and gazing into her eyes. “Why?”  
 
    She sighs lightly, trailing her fingers softly over the mark on my hip. “I’ve never stayed in one place more than a few months. I go where I’m told, when I’m told to do so. I protect the normal population from the things of their nightmares.” I pinch my eyes closed. “You protect them from people like me.” 
 
    I feel her lips against my temple, slowly trailing down the side of my face, and stopping just under my ear. “You’re not going to transform, Ashley. We’ll figure this out. Together.” Her warm breath against my ear has all the blood rushing to my lower half. She pulls herself off me, smiling down at me with a seductive look. Keeping her legs locked around me she slowly lowers herself onto me. My eyes rolling back as she does. Nothing has ever felt more perfect, and I don’t think it ever will again.  
 
      
 
     
 
    We lie in the dark hotel room facing each other. Our hands clasped between us, my other swung over her side and her leg between mine. We’ve been talking about everything and nothing for the past few hours in between enjoying each other’s bodies. She lets out a heavy sigh as she closes her eyes. “Shit.”  
 
    When she opens her eyes, mine widen in surprise. Her green eyes glow between us. “What is it? Why are your eyes glowing?” She pushes herself to sitting, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed. “Demon.” I sit up quickly, flinging the sheet off me as I stand from the bed, trying to find my clothes in the disheveled pile of clothing on the floor. I pull my jeans up quickly, spinning around to find her pulling the black corset over her head.  
 
    My dick instantly begins to harden at the sight. “You stay here. I’ll be back soon.” I push down my attraction to her, shaking my head swiftly as I reach for my crumpled shirt on the floor. “No way. I’m not letting you go out there alone.” She looks over to me as she pulls the bow and arrows from the bag on the desk. One eyebrow raised and a ‘really’ look on her face. 
 
    I let out a sigh, placing my hands on my hips and glaring at her. “You can’t go out into the night, alone.” She stares at me, pulling the side of her lip in with her teeth. “You’re right. I can’t leave you alone.” I roll my eyes as I shove my feet in my worn tennis shoes. That’s not what I meant, but.  
 
    I stand behind her as she pulls the door to the hotel room open. We both stumble backward as the Demon stands just behind the door in a long black cloak. Her red eyes landing on me with a wicked smile on her face. My head begins to ache lightly at first, but with each passing second it becomes more intense. “Phase two, my child.”  
 
    I grip my hands to the side of my head as the pain worsens. Closing my eyes, I stumble backwards, my knees giving way and crashing to the floor. “Ashley. Listen to me.” I feel Eri’s hands on my arms, rubbing gently as my head pounds with every heartbeat. The pain is so intense I feel myself loosing consciousness.  
 
    I fall to my side on the floor, my eyes squeezed close. “I’m here, Ash. Just stay with me.” Her hands run along my arms gently. Her sheer touch making me feel better. I slowly open my eyes just as a burning pain sears along my hip. I reach down, pulling my jeans down to look at my mark. The colors in the middle circle swirl. As it stops the circle becomes completely black.  
 
    Looking up to Eri I know she saw it as well. Her eyes are sad, and her lips pulled down at the corners. Her eyes lift to mine. “You’re transforming.” I lie back on the floor that probably hasn’t been properly cleaned in a decade, covering my face with my hands. How the hell are we going to stop this? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    I wake up the next morning in the queen size hotel bed, the sun streaming through the window. I tilt my head slightly, looking at Eri who has her head on my chest, her eyes closed, and her long hair fanned over me. A smile pulls onto my lips as I watch her back rise and fall with her breaths.  
 
    After my episode last night, she had closed the hotel door, locked it and turned to me. She offered her hand down to me and helped me from the ground before stripping the leather outfit from her body and taking me to bed. We didn’t have sex. She fucking made love to me. Soft and sweet and full of emotion.  
 
    My smile widens as I recall the night before. I reach my hand up, brushing her hair from her face. “Eri. We need to get going.” She groans in response, not opening her eyes. Wrapping her arm that’s draped around my waist tighter as she shifts her leg to rest on mine. “Five more minutes.” She mumbles sleepily.  
 
    I chuckle lightly, placing my arm behind my head. If she wants five more minutes of this, I’ll be happy to oblige her.  
 
      
 
    After showering, together, we both walk out of the hotel room with bags in hand in our matching Canada T-shirt’s. I slide into the driver’s seat as she opens the passenger door, throwing her bag to the back seat before sitting. I reach across the small console, grabbing her hand and lacing our fingers, resting them on her leg. “Where to?”  
 
    She gives me a bright smile. “We need to grab a phone so I can call Ori.” I nod as I shift the car in gear, pulling out of the tiny hotel parking lot. We drive a few miles before spotting a gas station. I pull the car up to a pump, putting it in park and shutting it off. “You know this thing will go over thirty.” I look over to her with a scowl to which she laughs before flinging the door open and stepping out of the car.  
 
    “Fill her up. I’ll grab us a burner phone while I’m inside.” I shake my head slightly as I lift the gas lever and insert it in the car. The only reason I’ve been going slowly is because of our conversation on the plane. She likes to be in control, but she did let me drive. I look over my shoulder, seeing her through the glass windows inside the store.  
 
    I watch as she smiles brightly at the attendant behind the counter. It suddenly hits me. She let me drive because she trusts me. I take a deep breath, blowing it out slowly as her eyes find mine through the window. My heart rate picks up as I stare at her. She’s the woman of my dreams. My dream girl. The pump clicks behind me and I turn to it. Lifting the lever from the car I replace it on the pump.  
 
    I slide back in the driver’s seat, my mind heavier than when I got out. We have to figure this out. I can’t lose this woman. The passenger door swings open and she lowers herself inside. A bag in her hands. I glance at the bag in her lap then up to her eyes. “What’s in the bag?”  
 
    She gives me a shrug as she pulls the bag open, peeking inside. “Travel snacks. I can’t go on a road trip without my favorite junk food.” I let out a laugh as I start the car, putting it in gear and pulling out of the parking lot onto the two-lane black top. I watch from the corner of my eye as she begins pulling things from the bag on her lap.  
 
    “I have chips, donuts, candy, jerky, and everything in between.” She looks over to me with a grin as I hit the accelerator of the car. “What will it be for breakfast?” I chuckle lightly, shaking my head at our breakfast options. “Chips sound good.” I see her smile instantly turn to a frown. Knowing that’s what she was going to choose for herself. “I mean donuts. That sounds great.”  
 
    Her lip pulls up ever so slightly as she pulls a bag of chips and the donuts from the bag, showing them to me. I nod in agreement as she rips the packages open. I glance down at the digital speedometer, realizing I’m doing almost a hundred miles per hour. I back off the accelerator, not wanting this trip to end too soon just as she offers me a donut. Popping the whole thing in my mouth with her fingers she giggles.  
 
    I chew slowly on the chocolate morsel as the car slows to a still fast eighty miles per hour. “How far is it to your friends?” She pulls open the bag of chips, taking one out and offering it to me. I open my mouth as she slips it in, her finger grazing my lip ever so slightly and turning me on. “It’s about two hours.” I watch her from the corner of my eye as she licks her finger.  
 
    I let out an audible moan as she places her finger in her mouth, sucking the sweet and salty from her fingertip. She looks at me from the corner of her eye, before turning her full gaze to me. “Pull over.” Her low, husky voice has me asking no questions as I slow the car, pulling to the side of the road.  
 
    I barely have the car in park before she’s climbing over the console, straddling my lap. My dick strains between us in my day-old jeans as she leans toward me, cupping her hands on my cheeks. “I don’t understand this need I have for you.” Her lips crash onto mine, her tongue trailing across my lower lip. I open my mouth, unable to control this need I have for her.  
 
      
 
    My smile is wide as I pull back onto the two-lane road. Eri thrusts the bag of chips my way. “You can have the chips.” I wave my hand toward her, knowing that’s the snack she really wants. “You take them. I’ll have the donuts.” She crosses her legs beneath her in the seat, casually pulling chips from the bag and popping them in her mouth.  
 
    We spend the next hour and a half flirting, talking, and driving down the same road. “Slow down. The turn is somewhere on the right.” I pull my foot from the accelerator, searching for a road to turn on. There’s nothing in sight other than tress. “Uh. Are you sure?” She glances over at me with her eyebrow raised, a smug look on her face. “Just slow down so I can find our turn.” 
 
    I slow the car to a snail’s pace, still wondering where the hell she thinks we’re going to be turning on this desolate portion of roadway. “There!” She points toward the side of the road. I sweep my eyes along the line of trees, not seeing a single place to where we could potentially turn. “Stop! You’re going to pass it.” 
 
    I stop the car in the middle of the road. Not that it matters. We haven’t passed a single car during our entire trip. “The rock. Turn into the rock.” I look over at her with a look on my face that purely reads she’s lost her damn mind. She huffs, folding her arms over her chest. “Just turn there.” 
 
    I slowly start forward, turning at the rock, knowing this is going to do some damage to the bumper of the car. “It’s your car.” I wait for the sound of the rock hitting the bumper. My eyes widening as the hood of the car disappears behind the trees. “What the hell?” I mutter as we begin to move through the trees as if it’s water. A winding, narrow road appears before us as we slowly move through the mirage.  
 
    I look back over my shoulder, seeing the two-lane blacktop we just pulled from. “How is that possible?” I look over to Eri who shrugs slightly. “Some type of spell. Honestly, I don’t know too much about how the witches work, but they’ve always helped when I needed it.” I face back forward, driving slowly down the road. 
 
    “Any warnings before I walk into a house full of witches?” She chuckles lowly next to me. “I’m glad you reminded me. Firstly, don’t call any of them witches. This coven likes to be referred to as Enchantresses. Second, they like men. A lot. Don’t let yourself be alone with any of them. They will use their spells for their own… entertainment.”  
 
    I feel her looking at me from the corner of her eye. “I mean, you can if you want to. You’re a single man and they’re single woman.” My brows draw together slightly as I take in her words. I slow the car to a stop, turning to look at her as she stares out the passenger window. “I don’t want to be with anyone else, Eri.”  
 
    She glances over to my slowly, her eyes finding mine with an emotionless look on her face. I reach across the console of the car, placing my hand on hers that rests in her lap. “Apparently, I’ve been presumptuous, but I thought last night was the start of something. A start for us.” She looks away from me, turning her head back to look out the window. “Ive already told you. There can never be an us.”  
 
    She lets out a long sigh, bringing her eyes back to mine. I can see the sadness in her beautiful green eyes. “I just deserted the Division. I’ll be on the run from now until they catch me. You have a life to get back to, and I intend to do everything I can to help you do just that.” Her lips lift at the corner into a smile, but I can tell it’s for show.  
 
    I remove my hand from hers, pushing the gear shift of the car into park and leaning across the console, placing my hand on her cheek. Her eyes close, a shallow sigh escaping between her lips. “It doesn’t have to be like that. We’ll figure this out, then we’ll figure out your situation with the Division.” Her eyes open slowly, her head shaking ever so gently.  
 
    “People like me don’t have this.” She reaches her hand up, placing it atop of my hand that rests on her cheek. “When, not if, the Division finds me, I’ll likely be imprisoned for a few years for my insubordination. At my release I’ll be to the age when I’m expected to breed with another Stalker to produce the next generation.” She shrugs her shoulders lightly, still staring into my eyes. “Even if I wanted to choose you, I can’t. I stopped having a choice when I joined the Division.” 
 
    I search her eyes with my own. Her eyes are sad. Sad and lonely. I push forward the few inches between us, placing my lips to hers gently. At this moment there is nothing in this world I won’t do to bring joy to her eyes. I pull back slightly, resting my forehead against hers. “Just say you’ll be with me. We’ll figure it out.” I watch her eyes close, her head dropping down.  
 
    “I’ll be with you. For now.” Her words come out as a whisper. I place a kiss to her forehead, pulling back slowly and letting my hand slide from her cheek as I give her a smile. “For now, is fine. I’ll take what I can get.” She rolls her eyes at my cheesy line. I reach for her hand, lacing our fingers together to rest on the console after putting the car in drive and beginning our slow pace down the road.   
 
    “Just for the record, I think I’m more afraid of meeting these Enchantresses than I am of heights.” I’m rewarded with a laugh. Music to my ears. “You should be.” The trees begin to give way in front of us, a large, three-story plantation style home coming into view on top of a hill. I pull the car up just in front of the tall steps to the grand, white porch that wraps around the house.  
 
    Eri starts to pull her hand from mine, but I grip it tightly, forcing her to look over at me. “Don’t leave me alone. Please.” She chuckles as she leans across our clasped hands to place a kiss on my lips. “I won’t. Promise.” She pulls back giving me that bright smile that I’ve come to love. 
 
    We step out of the car at the same time, closing our doors. I walk around the front of the car, stepping to her side and reaching for her hand between us. She curls her fingers with mine, giving a little squeeze before we make our way up the massive set of steps.  
 
    Standing in front of the red, double doors, Eri lifts her hand, knocking lightly. “Don’t let go of my hand.” She whispers. I roll my eyes. Like I was going to drop her hand as we walked into a house full of witches. The door slowly opens. I wait for someone to appear, only to be left looking into the pitch-black room.  
 
    “I’m Eridanus. I’m here to speak with Eldora.” The door slams closed in our faces, causing me to take a step back. Eri jerks my hand, pulling me back to her side. “What the-“ My words are cut off as the door opens again. A slender woman stands in the doorway in a flowing white dress that touches the floor. Her hair is as black as night and reaches her waist.  
 
    “Eridanus. It’s been a while.” Her dark eyes stay trained on Eri’s green ones, no show of emotion on her face. “It has. It’s good to see you too.” The corner of the woman’s lip twitches into a smile as she steps forward, stepping right into Eri’s personal space. I watch as the two women stare at each other. “What do I owe the honor of your visit?” 
 
    Eri grips my hand tightly between us. “I need your help, Eldora.” She takes a step back, turning her gaze up to me. “I see you’ve brought me a plaything for my troubles.” She steps right up to me, her breasts pressed against my chest. Eri’s fingernails curl into my palm as Eldora reaches her hand up, trailing her long, black fingernail along my jawline.  
 
    “He’s not your plaything.” She cocks her head, looking over to Eri at my side, her nail still on my chin. Her lips twitch into a half smirk as she slides her fingernail from my chin to my chest. “Do you have a claim on him?” Her fingernail travels lower between my pecs, toward my navel, lower still.  
 
    Eri’s fingernails are digging into my palm at a painful level now as she glares at this woman. Eldora’s nail travels lower still, stopping within an inch of my waist band as I hold my breath, not sure what else to do. Her lips pull up in a devious smile as she keeps her eyes locked on Eri’s. “You cannot claim him, can you?”  
 
    Glancing over to Eri, I see a look of conflict on her face, but her eyes never waiver from Eldora’s. She begins to move her fingernail lower, tracing along the top of my jeans before slowly trailing for my crotch. “I claim him! Dammit, Ellie! I fucking claim him!” Eldora’s lips pull up into a full smile, a wicked one, but a smile nonetheless, as she curls her finger into her hand, slowly lowering it to her side.  
 
    She steps back in front of Eri, placing her hands on her shoulders. “You have your work cut out for you. Bringing a claimed Demon into a house full of Enchantresses.” She makes a tsk noise, before pulling Eri into a hug. Eri is forced to give her a one arm hug because there is no way in hell I’m letting go of her hand after that little game.  
 
    They pull away from each other, Eldora’s eyes landing on my own. “What is his name?” I push down the urge to roll my eyes, opening my mouth, but Eri beats me to it. “His name is Ashley. And I claimed him. Hands off.” Her eyes travel along my body, a seductive smile on her lips as her eyes return to mine. “A pity. I could’ve had a grand time with this one. I could smell him before you two reached the house.”  
 
    She steps back to the door, looking over her shoulder at Eri. “I’ll be on the veranda with my sisters. Feel free to join us when you please.” She steps inside, the door closing behind her. “Fuck. Quadruple fuck.” I glance over at Eri as she curses under her breath, my eyes wide. “What the fuck was that?!” 
 
    She shakes her head slightly, closing her eyes and dropping her head down. She pulls her hand from mine, placing both hands to the side of her head, pressing her fingers to her temples. “Fuck.” I stay planted firmly in my shocked spot on the porch, not knowing what the hell just went down.  
 
    After a few seconds she lifts her head, her eyes finding mine with a slight scowl on her face. “You do not leave my sight. Understood?” I nod my head robotically. Not that I had any intentions of wondering through the witch house alone. She rakes her hand down her face, a growl coming from her as she turns her back to me.  
 
    I watch as she slips the hair band that has been on her wrist all day from it’s place, lifting her hands and combing her long hair into a ponytail that she quickly twists in a series of spins before piling it on the top of her head and securing it. Turning back to face me she places her hands on her hips, her lips a thin line.  
 
    “I cannot believe I just claimed you.” She drops her eyes to the floor between us, her brows drawing together. “What does that mean?” She lifts her head, her fierce gaze on me. “It means I just claimed you as mine, and mine alone.” She shakes her head as her eyes drift toward the car. “Any of the sisters can challenge me to take you as theirs.”  
 
    I step toward her, stopping once I’m directly in front of her, looking down at her. “No one can claim me, except you.” I give her a cheeky grin as she moves her eyes back to mine. Unfortunately, my cheesy line has no effect on her this time if her scowling face is any indication. She bites her bottom lip, pulling it into her mouth as she looks up at me.  
 
    “I know you’re new to all of this.” She flips her hand around in a circular motion a few times, still staring up at me with a hard gaze. “But this is bad.” Turning away from me she walks across the long porch, placing her hands on the railing at the side and dropping her head between her shoulders, her face jutted upward.  
 
    I hesitate for a brief moment, wanting to go after her, but also wanting to know that she wants me to go after her. My long strides carry me across the porch in a second. Stepping behind her, I wrap my arms around her waist from behind, pulling her small frame against me as I lower my face into the crook of her neck. Trailing my nose along that area behind her ear, intermittently placing my lips along her skin.  
 
    She shudders as my lips graze her ear lobe. “We can leave now.” She turns her head toward mine, giving me the smallest smile. “We need their help.” She twists her body so she’s facing me, reaching her hands up and placing them behind my neck. I stare down into her green eyes, as she gazes up at me. “What does claiming me mean?” 
 
    A groan escapes her, but she keeps her hands locked behind my neck, looking up at me. “I just claimed you as mine. Meaning I’m not willing to share you.” Her eyes drift away from my own, focusing on something over my shoulder. “While we’re here, we follow the rules of the Coven. If one of the sisters decides she wants you as her own, she has the right to challenge me.” 
 
    I pull back from her, keeping my hands on her hips as I look down at her with pinched brows. “What do you mean by challenge?” Her eyes wander back to mine, her lip lifted ever so slightly at the corner. “Exactly what it sounds like. Witches and Demons have a long, sorted history with each other. Ellie said she could smell you before we arrived. She was talking about the Demon within you. Always stay close to me. Try not to make eye contact with any of the sisters, and whatever you do, don’t end up alone with any of them. If one of them challenges me, I’ll fight for you.”  
 
    “Why would you have to fight for me? I’ve already said I’m yours and yours only.” She tilts her head to the side, giving me a sympathetic smile. “In our world, we don’t have that choice. If one of the witches wants to claim you, she can challenge me. Just know that you are a hot commodity here, and if you want to make it out of this house, you’ll stay by my side.”  
 
    I nod at her mechanically as I try to wrap my mind around all of this. Sliding her hands down my chest she grips my left hand, starting for the door as I quickly fall in step with her. What the hell kind of crazy have I gotten myself into? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    We step through the front door of the home into a large sitting area that looks like it came straight out of the Civil War era. Eri walks through the room, me at her side, toward the doorway in the far corner. Through the windows I see Eldora sitting at a table on the porch. Two women at her side. My heart rate instantly picks up. If they’re all like Eldora I might not make it out of here alive. 
 
    Eri squeezes my hand between us. “Keep your eyes down, your breathing normal. They love a Demon, but a scared Demon is a challenge they won’t be able to resist.” I take a deep breath as the door swings open. Trying to dispel my nerves before we make it outside.  
 
    I keep my head lowered, my eyes along the porch floor, but I can feel every eye in the area turn on us as we stop just outside the door. It slams shut behind us, causing me to jump slightly. A round of feminine giggles flows through the air. “Oooo. He’s a jumpy one. I like them jumpy.” I look up slightly, finding a woman with long red hair walking toward us. She wears a green dress that drags along the floor.  
 
    “Stop, Georgiana. He has been claimed.” She stops a few feet from us, turning to Eldora who stares at her with zero emotion on her face. The red headed woman lets out a low growl. “Is that so?” She turns back to us, cocking her head to the side as she begins making her way toward us. Toward me. Eri’s hand tightens on my own as the woman stands before me, my eyes still cast down, not meeting hers. She steps into my space, pushing up on her tiptoes to look me in the eyes.  
 
    I flit my eyes to the side without moving my head. She takes in a deep breath, returning to her normal height as she drops back to her feet. “He smells absolutely divine.” I feel a hand trailing along my arm, another woman having joined around us. “It’s been so long since we’ve had a new Demon in the house.” Another set of hands join them. This time on my back. “I simply must have him.” 
 
    I feel Eri’s hand slipping from mine. Looking over I find her being pulled away from me by Eldora. Her eyes lock on mine, a look of concern on her face as she shakes her head lightly. I glance around me, finding six women running their hands along my body, their faces against me, inhaling my scent.  
 
    They all wear the same flowing, long dresses. All different colors, along with their waist length hair. A hand lands on my belt buckle, quickly undoing it as my jeans slide down my legs, pooling around my ankles on the porch. “Oh! Look at his butt!” I feel hands land on my ass as one of them reaches up, gripping the collar of my T-shirt and pulling. I hear the ripping noise as my shirt leaves my body. “And his chest!” 
 
    This could be any man’s fantasy, but not mine. As a hand cups my crotch I stumble backwards with short steps. Trying not to fall to the floor with my jeans around my ankles. “Stop! I’m claimed! Doesn’t that mean anything to you women?” My back presses against the wall as I heave breaths. They all giggle like a bunch of teenage girls as they look at me with seductive smiles. I bend down, jerking my jeans up and fastening my belt with a scowl on my face. At least they didn’t rip my jeans off of me.  
 
    “He’s feisty too.” I glare at the woman with long, purple hair. “That’s enough. Everyone have a seat. Lunch will be served soon.” My eyes move over to Eldora who has a hand on Eri’s shoulder. The women groan in disappointment as they turn away from me, stepping back over to the long, wooden table in the middle of the porch. I watch as they each take a chair, talking amongst themselves.  
 
    Eri walks toward me, a small smile on her lips. “Are you alright?” I glare down at her angrily. “You could’ve fucking warned me!” I whisper yell at her. She drops her eyes to the floor, her lips pulled up at the corners as her shoulders bob with her suppressed laughter. I want to be angry with her, damn I do, but I find my own scowl turning into a small smile.  
 
    She looks up at me through her lashes, the most adorable smile on her lips. “It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.” Reaching for me she places her hand on my bare chest, trailing her fingernails along lightly before dipping her hand just inside my waist band, pulling me to her. “You don’t even have any scratch marks.” She places a kiss to my chest, my jeans becoming uncomfortable between us as I wrap my arms around her, my hand gripping the back of her neck.  
 
    Dipping my head to hers I run my lips along her neck. “We can change that later.” She moans softly as her eyes close. “Eridanus, new Demon, come and sit.” I look over Eri’s shoulder, my brows pinched as I glare at Eldora. “My name is Ashley.” She raises one eyebrow, a look of annoyance on her face as she gestures her hand across the table from her to the two empty chairs.  
 
    I look back down to Eri, dropping my lips to hers in a slow kiss. “Now!” I pull back, looking at Eldora with annoyance on my own face. Eri grips my hand in hers, pulling me toward the table. I pull her chair out for her, waiting until she’s seated to push it forward before taking the seat next to her.  
 
    A string of men begin to file out of the house from a different door than the one we came through. All are shirtless and carry covered dishes in their hands. They begin to place the food in the middle of the table as the women run their hands over their arms and chests. Leaning into Eri’s side, I whisper to her. “I don’t feel so out of place without my shirt now.”  
 
    She chuckles lowly turning to me and I notice her eyes glowing lightly. “Your eyes.” She gives me a small nod. “The men are Demons. My eyes only brighten when I’m around a Demon.” The Enchantresses begin to pass the dishes of food around in a family style manor. Eri and I filling the plates in front of us. “So, what brings you?” I glance across the table at Eldora, clearing my throat. 
 
    I open my mouth to speak, but Eri places her hand on my thigh under the table. “As you already know, Ashley is a Demon. Sort of. We’re trying to find a way to stop his transformation.” Eldora’s brows draw together, as the other women mumble. “Why would you want to stop the transformation?” I glance over at the barely dressed men standing along the wall with their hands behind their backs like waiters. 
 
    “I don’t want to become a Demon.” She makes a tsk noise before picking up her fork and beginning to eat. Eri and I do the same. I feel another hand land on my thigh under the table, slowly making its way upward. Reaching below the table I grip the blue haired witches’ hand, shoving it back toward her.  
 
    She gives me a devious grin as I sigh. After a few minutes her hand starts to slide up my leg again. I push my chair back, standing from the table and glaring at her. Eri looks at me over her shoulder, seeming to guess what’s going on as she picks up both of our plates, switching seats.  
 
    I sit down at the chair she was seated at, picking up the red, glass goblet in front of my plate. What I thought was water, turns out to be some sort of sweet, white wine. As I set the glass back in front of my plate a hand runs up my chest. I tilt my head back, looking up at the roof of the porch as I sigh loudly. “That’s enough, Georgiana.” I feel the woman’s hand slowly slide from my chest.  
 
    “While Eridanus and the new-“ I drop my head, staring across the table at Eldora with an irritated scowl. She raises one eyebrow at me, her lip pulling up ever so slightly at one corner. “Excuse me. While Eridanus and Ashley are staying in our home, I expect you ladies to be on your best behavior.” The red headed woman next to me, Georgiana, grips my chin in her hand, turning my face toward her roughly.  
 
    “I’ll be sure to be on my best behavior.” She says with a seductive smirk. I jerk my face from her hand, inching closer to Eri who glares around me at her. “That’s the last pass you get on putting your hands on him.” Eri and Georgiana glare at each other across me. “Go and get some more wine, Georgiana.” She moves her eyes from Eri’s to Eldora’s, her brows drawn together in a scowl.  
 
    “The servants can get it.” She sits back in her seat, folding her hands over her chest with a defiant look on her face. The dishes on the table begin to rattle as the table shakes. Georgiana’s red hair begins to blow behind her with a breeze I can’t feel. “I asked you to get more wine.” Her hair flitters back to its rightful place as she pushes her chair back with a huff, turning for the entrance to the house.  
 
    Eldora glances around the table at the rest of her coven who look down at their plates. “Now, as I was saying, you are to be on your best behavior. Eridanus and her claimed one are guests in our home. There will be no talk of challenge for the claimed.” The blue haired witch that sits next to Eri lifts her head quickly. “But-“ Eldora’s fierce gaze lands on her causing her to drop her eyes. “Yes, Eldora.”  
 
    Everyone resumes eating quietly. I finish off my wine just as Georgiana returns with a crystal decanter, walking around the table and filling everyone’s glass. Her breast press into my back as she reaches across me, lifting my glass to fill it. She replaces the glass in front of me, trailing her fingertips over my shoulder as she steps away. I shudder involuntarily before lifting my glass and drinking half of it quickly.  
 
    Everyone goes back to their meal, quietly chatting. I lift my wine goblet, tipping it back to take the last drink. As I set it down my head swims. I must be becoming a lightweight having this head buzz after only two glasses of wine. “What kind of wine is this?” Eldora looks over to me with a puzzled look before turning her gaze to Georgiana who she had moved to the end of the table. “You didn’t.”  
 
    I look over to Eri at my side, my jeans becoming tight as I simply look at her. My lip pulls up at the corner as I move toward her, running my hand along her thigh under the table. She reaches under the table, stopping my hand when I’m within inches from her core. Her eyebrows draw together before turning her eyes to Georgiana. “You did NOT dose his drink!”  
 
    She pushes her chair back from the table, it topples over and slams to the porch as she faces Georgiana who wears a cunning smile. I reach out, gripping both of her ass cheeks, sinking my fingers into them. I’ve never been this turned on in my entire life. She swats my hands behind her, but I stand, reaching around her and cupping her breasts with both hands as she stays facing Georgiana. “I did. I needed him ready for when I challenge you.”  
 
    “You fucking witch!” Eri yells at her as she pushes my hands away from her. My hands slide back to her ass, cupping her cheeks as the women at the table begin to yell loudly. In my aroused state I can’t seem to care. “Silence!” The table quiets as I drop my lips to Eri’s neck, sliding my arms around her front and lifting the hem of her shirt as I snake my hand upward toward her breasts.  
 
    She turns to me, gripping both of my hands in hers. “Sit down, Ashley.” I shake my head quickly, the movement enhancing my inebriated, aroused state. I start for her, my hands going straight for her breasts when I’m suddenly paralyzed. I stand with my hands suspended in the air as Eri turns her head toward Eldora, tilting her head to the side with a raised brow. “Was that necessary?”  
 
    Eldora gives a small shrug with an indifferent look on her face. “I can leave him like that, or-.” She picks up the knife next to her plate, piercing her finger and dipping it in her wine glass. If I weren’t so turned on, I might gag at the site. She lifts the glass, swirling it in front of her before sticking her finger in her mouth.  
 
    She offers the glass across the table toward Eri who tilts her head up, a growl escaping her. “This isn’t what I came for.” She drops her head back down, looking over at me with a slight smirk. “Dammit, Ashley.” Shaking her head, she reaches for the glass, taking it in her hand and lifting it to her mouth.  
 
    Once she’s drunk the entire glass, she places it on the table, giving me a coy smile. “You know where the guest room is, Eridanus.” She gives Eldora a smile, walking backwards toward the door as her eyes stay trained on mine, a devious smile on her lips. “Keep him here until I get upstairs. Otherwise we may not make it that far.” She spins away, stepping in the house as the women at the table laugh. 
 
    After a few moments my arms fall to my side. Without a second thought I start toward the house in search of Eri. I have to have her. Now. “Up the stairs. Last door on the right.” Once inside I set into a jog, traveling up the stairs as quickly as I can and flinging the door open to the bedroom. As soon as I step inside Eri crashes into me, our hands roaming each other’s bodies. She reaches behind me and I hear the sound of the door locking.  
 
      
 
    As my eyes slowly open, I grip my hands to my head. My head is throbbing. I sit up in the large bed that has a canopy around it, looking around the room. I turn my head to the side, finding Eri lying on her stomach, her back rising and falling softly as she sleeps.  
 
    I lie back beside her, running my hand along her bare back. She lets out a groan as she opens one sleepy eye. “Don’t even think about it, mister.” Reaching my hand up I brush the hair from her face as I chuckle. She looks incredibly sexy sprawled out on the bed completely nude, but I don’t have it in me to do anything about it. 
 
    After I entered the bedroom last night, we went at each other for hours. Exploring every inch of the others body until early into the morning, tangled in positions I didn’t think were possible. Until last night. A smile tugs at the corner of my lip as I stare at her beautiful face. Her eyes closed as I run my hand through her hair.  
 
    “What the hell happened last night?” She slowly rolls to her side, one arm propped under her head with a sexy smile. “Witches blood. Georgiana apparently thought it was a good idea to drug you.” I nod, remembering the conversation at the table before we ended up here. “Witches blood does that?”  
 
    She giggles lightly, pushing herself to sit up. “It’s the most potent aphrodisiac there is.” I sit up next to her, bracing my arm against the bed to prop myself. Her brows draw together, a look of confusion on her face as she turns her head away from me. “Honestly, I’m surprised you made it up here. I assumed after Eldora released your hold you would just stay there. It’s not like there weren’t plenty of women to choose from.”  
 
    She gives a little shrug as she begins to slide her legs off the bed. I quickly slide my arms around her waist, holding her in place as I lower my face to her neck, kissing just below her ear where I know she likes it. “I don’t want anyone, but you. Drugged or not.” She turns her head toward me, pressing her lips to mine in a gentle kiss. “Come on. I’m starving.”  
 
    I pull her back to me, lying back on the bed as she falls beside me with a giggle. “Maybe they have room service.” As if on cue there’s a knock at the door. I groan as I get out of the bed, trying to find my discarded underwear from the night before so I’m not attacked by whichever witch stands behind the door. Finally, I find my boxer briefs, sliding them on and walking toward the door. 
 
    Pulling it open a mere inch I look outside, finding no one. My eyes travel downward to a tray with two dome covered plates. I bend, lifting it and closing the door with my foot as Eri watches me from the bed, the sheet wrapped around her. “I guess they heard your request.” I chuckle lightly as I place the tray on the bed, climbing in next to her.  
 
    She lifts one of the lids. Bagels, cream cheese, and smoked salmon. I lift the other lid finding fruits, and a vegetable frittata. My mouth waters as I take in the food. Eri reaches for a bagel, grabbing the small knife in the jar of cream cheese. “I’m glad they sent protein. I don’t think I can walk after last night.”  
 
    I turn my head toward her, concern marring my face. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” Last night was intense, and at times, rough. A lot rougher than I’ve ever been. She tilts her head to the side as she looks at me, her lip turning down slightly. “You didn’t hurt me, Ash. Last night was amazing.” I let out a heavy sigh. I’d never hurt her for anything in the world.  
 
    “I simply meant last night was incredible. I can’t walk for a good reason.” She bumps her shoulder into mine lightly as a grin pulls onto her lips. I grab a fork, taking a bite of the frittata, my eyes closing as I savor the incredible bite. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”  
 
    She nods in agreement as she takes a bite of the bagel piled high with smoked salmon. “Me too. How late did we stay up?” I give her a shrug as I pop a piece of fruit in my mouth. “I have no idea. I remember the sun starting to come in the window when you finally fell forward on my chest.” Her cheeks tint pink as she shakes her head. “The whole night was crazy. Nothing like that has ever happened to me, and I’ve had witches’ blood before.”  
 
    I turn my head toward her, raising an eyebrow in question. She looks down at the bagel in her hand, picking at it as a frown comes to her lips. Reaching for the bagel I snatch it from her hand, taking a huge bite. She turns her head toward me, her brows drawn together, but a playful smile on her lips. “Hey! That was mine!”  
 
    I chuckle before shoving the last bite of the bagel in my mouth, licking my fingers. “Mmmm.” She rolls her eyes at me, grabbing my fork and stabbing a piece of melon. “What made last night different for you?” I can’t help the question from bubbling from my lips. She glances at me from the corner of her eye. “I don’t know.” I raise one eyebrow at her, knowing she’s holding back.  
 
    She sighs heavily, placing the fork down and sitting back against the ornately carved wooden headboard as she tilts her head back, closing her eyes. “You, Ashley. You made it different. I’ve had witches’ blood. Hell, I’ve had witches’ blood and spent an evening with a Warlock.” My hands clench at my sides as jealousy and anger swirl through me.  
 
    She drops her head back, her eyes boring into my own. “I can’t explain the connection I feel toward you, or this strange feeling of being pulled to you.” I nod in agreement, knowing the exact feeling she has. We’ve only known each other a little over a week, but I feel like I’ve known her a lifetime and that if she leaves me for even a second my lungs may collapse.  
 
    She sighs again, pulling the sheet from her body and sliding to the edge of the bed before standing. “It doesn’t matter. As soon as we figure out how to stop your transformation you can go back to your life and I’ll disappear.” She walks toward the bathroom attached to the room as I watch her with my mouth dropped open.  
 
    The door closes behind her and I’m left alone with my thoughts. I don’t want to let her go, hell, I don’t know that I can let her go after this. I return the dishes to the tray, placing it on the nightstand next to the bed before striding across the large room for the bathroom. Opening the door, the steam from the shower hits me.  
 
    I quickly drop my boxer briefs to the ground, pulling the glass door to the shower open and stepping inside. The shower is huge, unlike anything I’ve ever seen. There are multiple faucets, all directed toward the center of the tile shower where Eri stands with her back to me. I step behind her, slowly wrapping my arms around her middle from behind. I drop my chin to her shoulder, letting the warm water cascade around us. “It matters to me, Eridanus. To us.” I whisper between us.  
 
    She pulls out of my grip, stepping away from me with her back to me as I stand in the spray of the water. “It doesn’t.” Her voice is quiet, barely a whisper. I step toward her, gripping her elbow and spinning her to face me. My heart damn near breaks when I see the tears welling in her eyes. “Eri.” I say her name as I pull her to my chest, wrapping my arms around her body to hold her against me.  
 
    She starts to push me away, but I hold her tightly. Reaching her hand up she places it on my chest, right above my heart as she looks up at me. Her eyes shimmering with unshed tears. “There isn’t an us, Ashley. There can never be an us.” I start to shake my head as she lifts her hand upward, cupping my cheek. “I’m going to do everything I can to stop your transformation, but after that-.”  
 
    She drops her eyes to the tile floor of the shower, letting her hand slide from my face. As she starts to step back, I let my hands slide down her body, not knowing what else I can say or do to change her mind. Her eyes find mine, a sad smile pulling onto her lips. “Let’s make the most of the time we have together. Okay?” I nod at her numbly. There’s no way in hell I’m letting her go today, tomorrow, or any day after that. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    We step out of the bedroom hand in hand, walking down the stairs together. Eri runs her hand along the banister as we descend. One of the Enchantresses was kind enough to leave us both a change of clothes on the bed as we showered. I look at Eri from the corner of my eye as we walk toward the door that will lead outside to the porch.  
 
    The flowing, yellow, dress she wears looks incredible on her. She catches me looking at her, her cheeks tinting pink as she focuses her eyes on the door. We step outside finding the Enchantresses all seated at the long wooden table. Georgiana looks up at us from her spot next to Eldora, a slight scowl on her face. She drops her eyes to my crotch, looking back to my eyes with a wicked grin. “Glad to see my blood has worked it’s way though your system.” 
 
    It’s now my turn to blush. Reaching my hand behind me, I grip the back of my neck, rubbing nervously. “Leave him alone, Georgiana. Your trick last night backfired on you.” She drops her eyes to her lap at Eldora’s words, a look of embarrassment on her face.  
 
    “Cecilia, please get Madam Genevieve from her chambers and bring her to the porch. The rest of you, find something to do while I speak with our guests.” The witch with the long, purple, hair stands, gracefully strutting toward the door that leads inside. The rest of the women push their chairs back, pairing off and walking inside or down the porch steps to the vast field behind us.  
 
    Eldora and Georgiana stay seated at the table. Glancing between the two women I notice the angry look on both of their faces. “Georgiana, I asked that you leave the premises.” Eldora turns her fierce gaze toward her, her brow drawing up slightly. Georgiana lets out a huff as she stands, her chair scraping along the porch.  
 
    She walks toward the house, stepping inside, the door slamming behind her. “Disregard her. Her problem lies with me, not the two of you. She’s like the teenage daughter I never had.” She chuckles as Eri and I step toward the table, me pulling a chair out for her, before sitting next to her. “That was a powerful display of will yesterday evening, Ashley, the new Demon.” I resist the urge to roll my eyes at Eldora’s incessant usage of the word Demon.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask instead. She looks between the two of us, settling her eyes on mine. “You left a room full of witches while under the influence of one of my sister’s blood, in search of a certain Stalker.” Her eyes move over to Eri who has her head down, her gaze on her lap. “It goes against your very nature.” Once again, I’m left confused by her remark.  
 
    Seeming to sense my confusion she looks back to me, her lip twisted up at one side. “Demons and Stalkers have been enemies since the beginning of time. The sheer fact that you sit at my table is a surprise in itself.” I look over to Eri who won’t meet my eyes, simply keeping her head dropped. “You have not told him anything, Eridanus.”  
 
    She lifts her head, looking across the table to Eldora. “I have not. There was no point in telling him when he wasn’t going to transform.” I hear the door open behind us, not bothering to look as I stare between the two women at the table. “Would anyone care to explain?” They continue staring at each other for a long moment. Eldora’s gaze breaks from Eri’s as she pushes her chair back and stands.  
 
    “Madam Genevieve, please join us.” I look over my shoulder to find an older woman slowly walking toward us with the assistance of Cecelia at her side. Eldora steps toward her, taking her arm in her own. “Thank you, Cecelia. That will be all.” She hurries down the stairs toward the field as Eldora helps the woman into the chair next to hers.  
 
    Once everyone is seated Eldora makes introductions. Genevieve’s eyes flit over to Eri, a small smirk on her face. “If I weren’t an old lady, I’d challenge you myself.” The three women chuckle lightly as I keep my eyes on Genevieve directly across the table from me. “How do I stop from transforming into a Demon?” All eyes at the table turn to me. “Let’s just jump straight to it.”  
 
    Eldora rolls her eyes, but I don’t care. I need to know how to stop this. Genevieve’s brows draw together in questioning. “Does this have anything to do with being claimed by a Stalker?” I shake my head slightly, although maybe that is a high motivational factor. 
 
    Her eyes stay trained on mine, a look of disappointment on her face. “I’ve only known of one person to stop the transformation in all my years.” She sits back, a nostalgic smile spreading across her face. “She was a beautiful woman. The only normal I had ever considered a friend. On her way home from dinner she was attacked by a Demon. Her transformation should have been instant, but for reasons I do not know, she went through the change slowly.” 
 
    “But, Ashley’s not a normal. His mark is half Shifter, half Demon.” I place my hand on Eri’s leg under the table as she speaks. Genevieve’s eyebrows raise in surprise. “That’s not possible.” Her eyes shift between the two of us. I let out a low sigh as I stand, lowering my jeans to show them my mark. “Come closer. I can’t see from way over there.” I walk around the table toward Genevieve at her insistence, stopping just in front of her. 
 
    She squints her eyes, trying to see the mark just below the V on my hip. I take one step closer to her so she can see better. Before I can process what’s happening, she reaches out for me, locking her hands on my hips and pulling me toward her. I feel her tongue slide along my skin as I jump backwards, righting my clothing with my brows drawn together. The three women laugh as a scowl mars my face. 
 
    Stepping back around the table I take the seat I was in next to Eri. “He tastes as good as he looks.” I shudder as Genevieve licks her lips in a seductive way. I definitely do not have a grandma fetish. Eri places her hand on my leg under the table, giving a gentle squeeze as she takes a deep breath to control her laughter. “How does Ashley stop the transformation?”  
 
    Eldora continues to chuckle as Genevieve’s eyes land on mine, a look of confusion on her face. “Why would you wish to stop the transformation? You will be granted immortality, and powers beyond your wildest dreams.” I sink back in my chair, looking over to Eri. “Are you immortal?” She shakes her head swiftly. “No. I have the same life expectancy of a mortal. I just happen to be a bit stronger, and faster than an average person due to my Seeker heritage.”  
 
    “Why don’t I have those traits? I’m half Seeker, right?” She gives me a small shrug, her lip turned up at one side. “You’re kind of an anomaly. I don’t know how you work. Do we really know if you don’t have those traits? I mean, have you ever tested your strength or speed?”  
 
    “He’s not the only anomaly.” I glance over to Eldora who looks across the table at Eri with a slight smirk. Eri lets out a huff, turning her head toward me as I do the same. “I’m the only female Seeker.” I raise a questioning eyebrow at her. “Females born to a Seeker simply carry the gene and lack the skill to hunt Demons. The females are nothing more than a means to continue the gene pool.” She gives me a casual shrug. “Hmm.” We both look across the table to Eldora who taps her finger against her chin, looking between us with a scrutinizing gaze. “How did the two of you meet?”  
 
    “Alleyway. Demon was attacking him. Nothing more than a coincidence.” Eldora tilts her head to the side, giving Eri a pointed look. “You know there are no such thing as coincidences in our world.” Eri turns her face toward me, her eyes meeting mine. “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    I sit thinking about what she said for a few moments before moving my eyes back across the table to the older woman. “Tell me how I can stop this. I don’t want to be immortal, and I don’t want powers of any kind. I just want to live a normal life.”  
 
    She makes a tsk sound as she shakes her head side to side slowly. “Such a shame. You would have been a welcome slave in our coven.” I shudder at the thought of what one of their slaves must do for them. As if on cue, one of them walks out from the house, a collar around his neck and a scrap of fabric covering his middle. He begins placing goblets on the table as Eldora and Genevieve run their fingernails along his body. 
 
    “I, uh, appreciate the invitation, but I’d rather not be a slave.” He looks over at me, his eyes glowing red, a devious smile on his lips as he pours wine from a crystal decanter into the four glasses on the table. “You don’t know what you’re missing.” Eldora snaps her fingers once and he turns his head toward her. “Thank you, Ian. That will be all for now.” He gives her a small nod before turning and walking back into the house.  
 
    As we hear the click of the door Eldora lifts her glass, taking a small sip as her eyes stay locked on mine. Her lips pull up at the corner ever so slightly. “They’re not actually our slaves. Sexual slaves, yes, and from time to time a few will stay around the house with us when they have the time. It’s more a mutual respect. They enjoy the high of our blood, and we enjoy the benefits that come with that.”   
 
     I grip the glass in front of me, staring down into it. That doesn’t sound enticing to me at all. “Can I trust that this is only wine?” I arch one eyebrow as I look across the table to the two witches laughing lowly. “You watched Ian pour it himself. None of the coven has touched your glass.” I’m still weary, but I lift the glass, bringing it to my lips and taking a sip of the sweet wine. 
 
    “So, how do I stop the transformation?” Genevieve gives me a shrug, holding her glass in one hand. “You have to denounce the Demon within you.” I stare at her with a questioning gaze, waiting for her to continue. “How do I do that?” She lets a humorous sigh. “It’s not something you can do. Your heart has to make the decision for you.” I sit back in my chair, looking up to the ceiling as I sigh myself.  
 
    It’s like this whole conversation is one giant riddle. “This isn’t a simple task, Ashley.” I drop my head back to its rightful position, my eyes fixed on hers. “You are choosing to denounce your heritage. It’s not a matter of simply saying the words aloud.” She lifts her glass, taking another sip of the wine. “For my friend, it was a single moment. Her first target was her brother. She was to turn him into a Demon, but when the moment came, she couldn’t do it.” 
 
    “And that stopped her transformation?” She makes an eh noise as she shrugs. “The leader of the Demons had her killed. There’s no way of knowing if the transformation would have continued.” My mouth drops open. That means my choices are becoming a Demon or certain death. Eri places her hand on my arm gently. “I’m sure there’s another way.”  
 
    Her hand tenses on my arm, alarm on her face as she looks around us. “We have company.” Eldora says as the door that leads in the home swings open. Eri stands from the table, her entire demeanor tense as a man in a gray fitted suit strides onto the porch. I glance from him back to her, noticing her eyes beginning to glow a bright green. “I see you’ve found your way to my favorite coven of woman, brother.”  
 
    I stand from the table as the man comes nearer, stepping next to Eri who doesn’t take her eyes off of him. Eldora pushes her chair back slowly, standing with a seductive smile on her face. “Always good to see you, Bastian.” She strides toward him. He pulls her to him as she bites her lower lip, a drop of blood rising before they kiss passionately. 
 
    Eri places her hand in front of me, taking a step forward as she positions me behind her. Bastian lifts his head, a wicked smile on his face. “Don’t forget, Seeker, the witches have a treaty with both of us.” Eri stands directly in front of me, her body tense as we both face him. “I have no intention of going against the treaty unless you have come to harm the one I’ve claimed.” 
 
    He throws his head back laughing deeply as Eldora runs her hand along his chest. As his laughter dies, he pins his eyes on Eri, an egotistical smile on his face. “You can not claim him. He was claimed long before you came to know him.” I knit my brows together in confusion as I take a step around Eri. She throws her hand up at her side, placing it against my chest to stop me.  
 
    “What do you mean he’s already been claimed?” He narrows his eyes at her before shifting his gaze to me, a wicked smile cresting his lips. “He was claimed by our Mother.” I hear Eri gasp from beside me, along with Eldora who takes a step away from Bastian, her eyes wide. “That’s not possible.”  
 
    I turn my head, looking down to Eri who keeps her eyes trained on Bastian. A disbelieving look on her face. “You’re lying.” I look between the two of them, completely confused. My mother died, and I’m an only child. Bastian takes a step toward us, his eyes glowing red. Eri’s eyes glow brightly as she takes on a fighting stance, placing herself between us.  
 
    “Eridanus, there will be no fighting in this house. We have a treaty with both of you and if you choose to break it, we will be forced to take sides.” Eri gives a once nod to Eldora’s words, but keeps her eyes on Bastian as she drops her hands to her side. “I will respect the Coven of the Enchantresses, but he will not take the one I have claimed.”  
 
    Eldora places her hand on Bastian’s arm, skimming her fingernails upward until she trails along his jaw, under his chin and turns his head toward her own. “You know the rules of the Coven. You will not take him unless you challenge for him. And win.” He turns his eyes away from her, looking over to me with a dark smile. “I have no need in claiming him. He’s always been one of us.”  
 
    My head begins to ache dully, quickly turning into intense pain. I grip the sides of my head as my vision swirls. “Phase three, brother. Mother looks forward to meeting you.” I watch as he turns his back to us, walking across the porch for the door that leads into the house. I stumble to my side as spots dance before my eyes. “Fuck times five.”  
 
    I feel Eri’s hands on my biceps as I sink to my knees on the porch as the pain in my head worsens. Her hands circle around me, pulling me toward her. I grit my teeth together, focusing on the feel of her hands on my back rather than the horrible pain. “Try to fight against it, Ashley.” I grit my teeth together, not knowing how to fight against it.  
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    My eyes flutter open as I feel a hand gently slapping my cheek. “Ash, open your eyes.” I slowly open my eyes to the unfamiliar voice. A woman with long, whitish hair stares down at me. Her eyes glowing bright green and concern on her face. I don’t know where I am, or who she is, but I hate her with everything in me.  
 
    A growl escapes me as I push myself from the ground, moving quicker than I’ve ever remembered. Although, at this moment, I don’t remember much of anything. Her eyes are wide as I back away from her. A hand touches my shoulder and I spin quickly, throwing my hands out and pushing the man away.  
 
    His back hits the wall behind him loudly as he stares at me with glowing red eyes. He gives me a wicked smile as he steps toward me, his hands out to his side. “Welcome, brother.” My lips curl up at the side. I don’t know who he is either, but I know he means me no harm. I turn back to the woman, snarling at her as she holds her hands in front of her, her palms toward me. I’m not sure why, but I know she’s the enemy here. 
 
    “Just calm down, Ash.” I start toward her. Even though she’s half the length of the porch away, I’m in front of her within the blink of an eye. She takes a step back, looking up to me. I match her steps, my hands clenched at my side. “You don’t want to do this, Ashley.” I laugh as she steps back further, clearly frightened of me. “I want nothing more than to kill you right now.” 
 
    I lunge for her, but she side steps me. Her speed matching my own. Her eyes seem to bore into me as she shakes her head, stepping backwards. “Don’t do anything reckless. I don’t want to hurt you.” My eyes shift slightly as a group of women in long dresses begin to come onto the porch. One in particular stares at me with lust filled eyes, and long red hair. “I see he’s changed.”  
 
    She starts toward me, her hips swinging and a sultry smile playing on her lips. She’s not like me or the other man who called me brother, but I can tell she’s an ally. When she’s a few feet from me, she pulls her bottom lip into her mouth, biting down. I see the blood droplets on her lip as she continues toward me and I want nothing more than to lick them away.  
 
    The white-haired woman with the glowing green eyes steps between us, turning her back to me. I take the opportunity to move behind her, waiting for the moment to strike her. “Stop, Gloriana. You know he’s been claimed.” She laughs before lifting her finger and smearing the drop of blood along her lip. “He’s been changed now. Your claim as a Seeker doesn’t mean anything to a Demon, Eridanus.”  
 
    I close in on the white-haired woman, wrapping my arm around her neck from behind. She stiffens as I run my nose along her neck. I want to end her life, but something deep inside stops me. I open my mouth, placing it along her neck as she shudders. “Stop, Ash. You don’t want to kill me. I know you.” I close my eyes as she whispers.  
 
    “Ian. Will you remove Ashley from the premise before he unintentionally breaks a treaty between the Enchantress and the Demons?” I keep my mouth on the woman’s neck as I stare at the dark-haired woman across from me. She narrows her eyes at me. “Release Eridanus. You may visit again when you have learned of our ways.”  
 
    Eridanus. Why does that name seem so familiar, yet so distant. A firm hand lands on my shoulder, urging me back. I release Eridanus, her quickly spinning to look up at me. Her glowing, green eyes sad. “I’m sorry, Ashley.” I step back as Ian pulls me with him, watching this woman that I hate and don’t know why. A single tear slides down her cheek causing an emotion to roll through me that I can’t place.  
 
    “I’ll bring him back after the last phase of transformation. He’ll understand everything then.” With that, the world around me begins to turn black. 
 
      
 
    I blink my eyes, focusing in the dim light. “Follow me. The Mistress will want to see you at once.” I follow Ian down a dark corridor, looking around as we go. “Where are we?” He glances at me over his shoulder as we pass under a torch that hangs along the wall, a slight grin on his lips. “Home.”  
 
    He faces back forward as we walk into a large cavern. We stand on a balcony, looking down into the great area. The room is filled with men and women sitting at long rock tables. Ian turns to the right, walking down stone steps that spiral toward the room as I follow.  
 
    As we make the last step, I see a woman with dark hair sitting in a large throne to my right. Her eyes meet mine, her lips curving up at the corners. “My long, lost son.” The quiet chatter in the room ceases, all eyes turning toward us. Against my own will I move toward her, dropping to my knees in front of her.  
 
    She places her hand on the top of my head as I bow. I feel a dull ache begin in my head. As she removes her hand from my head, I lift my eyes to hers. Her brow is drawn together, her red eyes glowing fiercely. She shifts her gaze over to Ian who has sunk to his knees on the cold, stone floor, his head bowed. “Where is Bastian?”  
 
    Ian slowly lifts his head to look at her. “He came to the Enchantresses home but left before the transformation was complete.” She moves her eyes back to me, giving me a wicked smile. “What is stopping your transformation, my child?” She starts to push herself from the throne, dropping her eyes to me as I look up at her. “Come with me.” 
 
    She strides by me, her long, black dress dragging along the ground behind her. I push myself to standing, following in step behind her as she walks through the rows of tables. As she passes, everyone bows their head. “When Bastian returns, I need to speak to him at once.” The room echoes with, “yes, Mistress”.  
 
    Two large men stand at the end of the room in front of a stone door with an arched top. As the Mistress glides toward them they bow their heads, pulling the handles on the massive doors as the muscles in their arms strain. She steps through the door, me following. Stopping, she turns to me, her lip pulled up slightly as the door closes behind me. “You should’ve been here ages ago.”  
 
    I give her a questioning look as she shakes her head, flipping a hand toward me. “No matters now. Welcome home, son.” She turns from me, walking slowly along the corridor. I step into place beside her, looking around as we casually walk. “Your Father was a Seeker. The only Seeker I was ever able to seduce.” I nod as she speaks. I can vaguely picture the man she speaks of. 
 
    “I gave you to him after you were born.” We walk down the hallway, passing room after room. I look ahead, noticing the hallway suddenly opens to a stone bridge. “You are half Seeker, half Demon. The only one of your kind.” One word rings in my mind. “Anomaly.” We step onto the bridge, walking to the middle before she stops next to me. I look over to her, watching as she smiles up at me. “Your powers will surpass those of your siblings. With the blood of the Demon and of the Seeker, you have both sets of powers. You will be able to end the Seekers.”  
 
    I step over to the edge of the bridge, resting my hands on the cool stone as I look outwards. As far as the eye can see is darkness. The stones are dark, the land is dark, the sparse trees are dark. I feel her step up to my side but keep my focus out. She rests her hands on the stone, looking out in the same fashion.  
 
    “This will be your kingdom soon.” I look over to her from the corner of my eye, noticing the proud smile on her face. “Your Father was to turn you over when you reached the age of transformation. He was to teach you the ways of a Seeker.” She scoffs lightly. “Silly fool thought he could change the course of your destiny by hiding your heritages from you.” I turn to face her full on, my brows drawn together tightly. “He died.” She gives a small eye roll. “Of course he did. The woman you called Mother did as well. He broke our agreement.”  
 
    She turns to face me, her eyes flashing red once, then returning to dark. “He decided he wanted you to take on the heritage of a Seeker instead of handing you over. No one breaks an agreement with me and lives to tell about it.” I stare at her, not knowing what to say, or why I feel conflicted. One part of me thinks he deserved it for breaking an agreement, the other part can’t believe she would kill someone over something so small.  
 
    “I was informed you need to see me, Mistress.” I glance over my shoulder as a man approaches us. I stare at him, my brows narrowed together. I recognize him, but I don’t know why. He steps up next to me, placing a hand on my shoulder and squeezing. “Glad to see you again, brother.”  
 
    “Bastian.” I say lowly. He nods, turning his eyes to the Mistress. “Why did you not wait for his transformation before leaving?” Her eyes are fierce as she stares at him. He gives her a small shrug, a smug smile on his face. “I found him at the Enchantresses.” She raises one eyebrow, waiting for him to continue.  
 
    He steps away from us, leaning back against the stone rail of the bridge on the opposite side. The smug smile still planted on his face. “He was there with the female Seeker. Eridanus.” An image of the woman with white hair flashes through my mind. My head in her lap, her fingers running through my hair. Dream girl. I shake the thought from my mind, focusing on the Mistress.  
 
    “Why were you with the Seeker?” I give her a shrug. “I don’t know.” She narrows her eyes at me before turning back to Bastian. “His transformation is not complete.” Bastian’s eyes widen, looking between the two of us. “I did exactly as I always have.” His eyes are fearful as she makes the few steps between them.  
 
    She reaches one hand up, placing it on his cheek as he stares down at her. “You are fortunate this time. Something is stopping his transformation, otherwise this would be your end.” He swallows heavily as she lowers her hand, turning to face me. “What could be stopping your transformation?”  
 
      
 
    There are no more days, just an endless amount of time. I vaguely remember sun, and wind blowing against my face, but at the same time, I don’t remember it. I’m not sure how long I’ve been at the fortress, waiting to transform. The Mistress and my siblings seem puzzled by me. Along with the other Demons that reside here. Hell, I’m puzzled as well. I only remember bits and pieces before coming here, and nothing in my prior life seems worthy of stopping my change. 
 
    I place my hands on the stone railing of the bridge, looking out into the darkness. It’s always dark. The Mistress has told me to embrace the darkness, that it will speed up the process, but try as I might, nothing seems to trigger the final phase. “Ashley.” I turn my head to find Ian walking toward me.  
 
    I push off the wall of the bridge, facing him fully as he stops a few feet from me. “The Mistress wishes to see you.” I give him a cursory nod before turning and walking the opposite direction. At this time of day, she’s in her chambers surrounded by men and women eager to please her.  
 
    “She’s in the common area.” I glance at him over my shoulder as I come to a stop, my brows drawn together in question. He gives me a simple shrug as I turn back toward him, walking by him toward the common area where we all gather daily to eat and listen when she wants to speak to us as a group.  
 
    I walk through the long hallway with numerous doors on either side. Behind the doors are more hallways that house the numerous rooms for the Demons. Upon my arrival I was given a room in the west tower. Those rooms are only for the offspring of the Mistress.  
 
    Two large men stand at the side of the massive stone door with the arched top as I approach. They bow their heads to me as they open the door. Something I’ve come to expect being an heir to the Mistress. I expect to find the common area filled yet find it completely empty except for the Mistress who sits upon her throne.  
 
    I cross the large room, dropping to one knee a few feet away from her with my head bowed. “Rise, my son.” I push myself to standing, staring at her head on. Her face is a mask, showing no emotions. “You’re going into the normal world tonight.” I give her a once nod in agreement. In my short time here, I’ve learned no one argues with the Mistress for fear of death. 
 
    I watch as her face shifts, her head cocking slightly to the side as she gives me a scrutinizing stare. “What was your relationship with the female Seeker?” I draw my brows together in confusion. “Eridanus?” As her name rolls off my tongue, an image flashes through my mind. She straddles my lap as we sit in a black sports car along the side of the roadway. Her eyes are closed, a look of sheer bliss on her face.  
 
    I shake my head slightly, pinching my eyes shut and focusing on the stone ground between us. Everything in this place is stone, dark, and cold. “I do not remember, Mistress.” I lift my eyes to hers, finding her staring at me with her eyes narrowed as if she doesn’t believe me. She flips her hand toward the large door behind me. “I’ve decided you are ready to go out into the mortal world. I think changing a few mortals could start the final phase of your transformation.”  
 
    I bow my head to her before turning and walking for the doors. “Ashley.” I look back at her over my shoulder, noticing the scowl on her face. “Stay away from the female Seeker.” I give her another nod before turning forward and walking toward the stone doors that are being held open for me.  
 
    As I step out, I find Ian leaning against the wall, his arms folded over his chest. He pushes off the wall, dropping his arms to his side as he gives me a devious smile. “I’m to accompany you tonight.” I roll my eyes at his suppressed enthusiasm. Of all the Demons I’ve met, he seems to be the least, dark. “Fine. Let’s get going. I’m ready to get this transformation done.”  
 
    He chuckles lowly as he steps toward me, placing a hand on my shoulder. As quickly as he touches me, I find myself in a dark alleyway. I take in a deep breath as the wind blows lightly against my face causing my hair to move. Ian punches me in the arm, my eyes opening and shifting over to find a huge shit eating grin on his face. “Don’t get all nostalgic on me. You haven’t been at the Fortress that long, and we’ve got mortals to turn.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as he turns away from me, walking toward the street. I fall in step next to him once we’re on the sidewalk, noticing the way he keeps cutting his eyes at me. Continuing our trek, I turn my head to face him. “What?” He turns his eyes forward, stepping to the side as a woman walks between us talking on her phone. He steps back into place next to me. “Do you remember anything before Bastian showed up at the Enchantresses that day?”  
 
    I glance at him from the corner of my eye. More and more, images keep coming to me of my life before this, but I don’t know if I can trust him not to tell the Mistress. We stay quiet, walking next to each other down the semi busy sidewalk. “It took a while for my memory of my previous life to come back.” I stay quiet. We walk a few more blocks before Ian stops, pointing across the street to a pub. “Wanna grab a beer?” 
 
    I start across the street without answering him. Right now, I feel like the less I say, the better. We step into the small pub, finding the place relatively uncrowded. I make my way to the bar, pulling out a stool and sliding onto it as Ian does the same. A gray-haired man steps over in front of us from across the bar. “What are you having?” Ian orders a beer from the tap as I scan the bottles of liquor that line the wall.  
 
    I point behind the man, him turning. “That bottle. A double.” He turns back to me, giving a low whistle. “You have expensive taste, boy.” Ian pulls his wallet from his back pocket, dropping a few hundred-dollar bills on the counter. The gray-haired man reaches for the cash, sliding it in his own pocket before walking away to fill our order.  
 
    “Why did you pick that bottle?” I give a shrug, not entirely sure why that bottle called to me out of all the others. “Here you go, boys.” The gray-haired bartender places a whiskey tumbler in front of me, and a glass of beer in front of Ian. I lift the glass to my lips, taking a generous pull. This is a sipping cognac. Not a, let me waste the flavor by chugging it, cognac. I chuckle as I recall Eri’s words. Eri. 
 
    I glance over to Ian, finding him staring at me with pinched brows. Shaking my head, I drop my eyes to the bar. “What’s the plan for tonight?” He stares at me a second longer before letting out a heavy sigh and looking forward. “We’re going to find recruits.” I shudder involuntarily, catching Ian watching me from the corner of my eye. He places a hand on my shoulder, and I turn to him.  
 
    He drops his hand, cupping his glass in front of him on the bar. “I’m relatively new around the Fortress. I’ve only been there about two years.” He lifts his beer, taking a huge gulp as I lift my tumbler, taking a sip. As he places the glass back on the bar, he lets out a heavy sigh.  
 
    “It took me a while to remember who I was before.” He looks over to me with a small, sad smile on his lips. “My life before was pretty bad. I should probably consider myself lucky.” A scoff escapes me, even though I’m not entirely sure why. I can’t remember my previous life, but anything has to be better than the darkness of the Fortress.  
 
    He raises one brow at me. “You’re starting to remember.” He says it as a statement, not a question. I give a small shrug before lifting my glass to my lips, taking a small sip and letting the alcohol dance across my tongue as I close my eyes. Eri is sprawled across my chest. Her white, blonde hair fanned over me, her legs tangled with mine and her arm thrown over me. 
 
    I shake my head quickly, pinching my eyes shut. At this point I don’t know what the hell is real or not. I remember looking at her on the porch of the Enchantresses. I hate her, yet something in me screams that I don’t. I lift my glass, throwing back the rest of my drink in one take before placing it on the bar and standing.  
 
    “Let’s get this done.” Ian gives me a small nod as he tilts his glass back, draining the remainder of his beer as he stands. We walk out of the pub, Ian looking left to right. He turns to the right, me falling into step beside him. “We’re heading to a pretty dicey part of town. Obviously, we can take care of ourselves, but we don’t want to draw attention.”  
 
    We walk ten more blocks, the landscape beginning to change to graffiti on the brick walls, trash on the sidewalk, and homeless people sleeping on the ground. Ian stops suddenly, looking across the street to a lone young man sitting on a stoop. He looks both ways before darting across the street, me following behind him. We stand in front of the man who holds a syringe in his hand.  
 
    He looks up to us, his eyes glossed over from drugs. Ian places his hand on the man’s arm, sliding it down until he grips the syringe and pulls it out of his loose grip. “Let me help you with that.” I watch as he sticks the needle in his own arm, pulling blood from his vein. He leans forward, grabbing the guys wrist and turning his arm. “Do you want me to give you the fix, or do you want to?”  
 
    The guy shakes his head slowly, his eyes closing. “Nah, bro. Help me out.” My brows draw together as I watch Ian inject the kid with his blood. He can’t be more than sixteen or seventeen. Ian finishes, taking a step back to stand next to me. I glance over at him, noticing the sad look on his face and the slow shake of his head. He catches me watching him from the corner of his eye, letting out a heavy sigh.  
 
    “Come on. We need another nine before heading back to the Fortress.” We walk down the sidewalk side by side, neither of us saying anything. Ian points toward a group of teenagers laughing loudly gathered around a metal container with a fire inside. “Let’s go scare some sense into them.”  
 
    I follow his lead, stepping up to the container and holding my hands out to the fire. Warmth. It feels like ages since I’ve felt warmth. “What’s crack a lackin, kids?” I chuckle at Ian as the teenagers burst into laughter. One of the boys looks at him dead on, a look of annoyance on his face. “Move along, grandpa. Nothing to see here.” I watch as Ian’s brows draw together in anger as the boy lifts a glass pipe to his lips, flicking a lighter.  
 
    “That shit will kill you.” The kid drops the pipe from his mouth, glaring at Ian. “So will running your fucking mouth.” The rest of the kids around the makeshift fire pit make an oooo noise. Ian steps around the container, standing directly in front of the kid, towering over him by at least a foot. “Put that shit down. Don’t ruin your life over a fucking high.”  
 
    The kid scoffs while rolling his eyes, lifting the pipe back to his mouth. Ian slaps his hand, sending the glass pipe flying out of his hand, landing on the pavement with the sound of glass breaking. The kid slams both of his hands into Ian’s chest, not budging him from his place. “You fucking owe me a pipe!” Ian looks across the fire to me, a devilish gleam in his eyes.  
 
    “Should we show them what smoking this shit will do to you?” I give a shrug, not entirely following. Ian moves his eyes from mine, looking down at the kid. I watch as his eyes transform from a normal blue to glowing red. The kids gasp, all scattering in different directions except for the ringleader who holds his hands out to Ian, palms facing him.  
 
    “Put the shit down. Focus on school. Otherwise, you’ll end up like me and my friend here.” Ian gestures his hand toward me, the boy looking my way. I blink a few times, trying to make my eyes appear the same. After a few seconds I can feel my eyes burning, knowing I’ve succeeded. The kid’s eyes widen in horror as he tries to step backward, tripping over the sidewalk and landing on his ass.  
 
    I step over next to Ian, looking down at him with a scowl on my face. Ian crouches down, reaching for him and gripping his hand, pulling him to stand as he does. He places both of his hands on the boy’s shoulders as he drops to his eye level. The boy’s eyes are wide with fright as he stares at him. “Leave that shit alone. Understand me?” The kid nods his head quickly, his eyes still wide.  
 
    Ian drops his hands from his shoulders, taking a step backward. “Get out of here. If I see you out here again, you’ll have red eyes just like me.” The kid nods his head as he scrambles back before turning and darting down the street. Ian turns in the direction the kid takes off in, watching him as he goes. “What was that?”  
 
    He looks back at me, a small smile on his lips before turning his focus back to the way the kid left. “I wish someone like me would’ve gave me the same option.” I wait patiently for more of an explanation as he keeps his back to me. After a few moments he turns to me, his lips turned down at the side. “I hope that was enough to change his mind.”  
 
    He starts down the sidewalk, me fast stepping to catch up to him. “That’s how I ended up a Demon. Too fucking high to realize the girl I’d just met was about to turn me into this.” He lets out a long sigh as we turn down an alleyway, stepping over a homeless guy who sleeps on the ground. “This is why I stay at the Enchantresses. I’d rather serve them wine then turn people into monsters.” 
 
    I let his words sink in. We’re monsters. I catch movement from the corner of my eye, turning to stare at the fire escape. A cat walks out, meowing loudly. I sigh as I fall back into step with Ian. We stop at the end of the alley, looking down at a young girl who has her back against the brick wall, sitting and staring ahead. “She’ll do. She’s so high she won’t remember it.”  
 
    He reaches down, grabbing her under her arm and lifting her to standing. She sways even with him holding her up. He looks over to me, tilting his head toward her. “Your turn.” My stomach turns to knots at the thought of ending this woman’s life. Well, I guess technically, I’m making her immortal. Just as a monster. 
 
    Ian seems to sense my hesitancy, giving me a kind smile. “Just get it over with. The first one was hard for me too.” I step toward him, loosely placing my hand around the woman’s wrist and pulling her toward me. She looks up to me, her eyes glossy. “Are you here to save me?” I pinch my eyes shut, shaking my head slowly. If she knew what I am she’d be scared to death.  
 
    I open my eyes, looking down into hers that are filled with tears. “Yeah. Something like that.” I look over her head to Ian who has his lips turned downward as he looks at her. “What do I do?” He lifts his eyes to mine, giving me a shrug. “She just has to take your blood. Some of the women like to do it with a kiss. Others cut their finger and make them drink it. Some cut themselves and their prey and mix the two.” He gives me another shrug. “Just do whatever you feel best.”  
 
    I look down at the girl again. She’s probably my age but looks older from the abuse she’s put her body through. She stares up at me, her eyes filling with tears as her bottom lip trembles. “Help me.” Looking up to the night sky I let out a heavy sigh before dropping my eyes back to hers. I lift my hand, looking at my palm. “I don’t have a knife.” 
 
    Ian reaches around the girl, tapping my shoulder with a pocketknife. I take it from him, flicking it open with one hand and placing the blade to my palm. Just as I prick my skin, I hear a whooshing noise go by me, a distant tingle beginning in the back of my mind. “Fuck! Run, Ashley!” I watch Ian retreating down the alleyway as I keep my hand around the girl’s wrist. Another whoosh comes from behind me and I see an arrow hit the wall, falling to the ground.  
 
    I spin toward where the arrow came from, finding the woman with white, blond hair standing behind me. She wears a skintight leather ensemble with a bow drawn back, an arrow pointed straight at me. “Let her go, Ashley.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I grip the woman’s wrist, swinging her in front of me as a shield as I lift my hand to cup her throat, tilting her head to the side. Eridanus stares at me, her bow still drawn as she shifts the arrow a few inches on me. I snarl at her as I lower my head to the woman’s neck, opening my mouth slightly as if I’m going to bite her.  
 
    “Don’t make me kill you, Ashley.” I lift one eyebrow, a smile cresting my lips at the quiver in her voice. “You can’t kill me.” Her brows draw together as I lower my lips back to the woman’s neck, placing a soft kiss against her skin. The woman shudders beneath me as Eri growls. I watch as she releases the bow, sending an arrow flying right past me.  
 
    A ruthless laugh escapes me as I release the woman from my grip, letting her fall to the pavement below unceremoniously. I step over her, walking straight toward Eri. She pulls another bow from the sheath behind her, lining it in her arrow and aiming it at my chest. “Don’t come any closer.” I ignore her warning, stalking straight for her.  
 
    She releases the arrow, it sailing by my right shoulder. I let out another laugh. “You can’t kill me anymore than I can kill you.” As she starts to grab another arrow, I speed toward her, gripping her hand and pushing her back against the brick wall behind her. She gives a little yelp as I hold her hand firmly against the wall above her head.  
 
    Everything in me tells me I should loathe this woman, yet I find my eyes dropping between us, watching the way her breasts swell with each breath she takes. “Stay with me, Ash.” I lift my eyes to hers as she whispers. The green glow of her eyes is intoxicating and infuriating at the same time.  
 
    My brows knit together as I stare down at her, my body planted firmly against hers. “Why are you here?” Her lip lifts ever so slightly on one side as she looks up at me. “For you.” I move away from her at lightning speed, staring at her from across the alleyway. “Ashley?” I glance over to my side as I hear Ian whispering.  
 
    He peeks his head around the corner of the building, sizing up the situation. He gives Eridanus a bright smile. “Good to see you again, Eri. Although it’d be better if you didn’t carry the lethal arrows.” She raises one eyebrow at him, a small smirk on her lips as he cowers behind a dumpster. “You can come out. I don’t wish to harm either of you as long as you’re not changing anyone.”  
 
    He steps out from behind the dumpster, coming to my side with his hands raised in front of him. “You know I’d rather be at the Enchantresses. The Mistress gave orders though.” He gives a one shoulder shrug. Eri rocks back on one high heel, her hip jutted out as she folds her arms over her chest with a look of annoyance. “Orders or not, you know I can’t let you change this mortal without consequences.”  
 
    He laughs lightly next to me. “Understood. We’ll have to come out another night to get Ashley here to the next phase of transformation.” I watch as her face shifts to shock, her eyes seeking mine. “You haven’t completed the final phase?” My brows draw together in frustration. Humiliation coursing through me. Turning to Ian I scowl at his smiling face, shoving him lightly. He sails across the alleyway, his back hitting a dumpster before he slides to the ground. “Dammit, Ashley!” 
 
    He holds his shoulder with one hand as he slowly rises. I look back to Eridanus, finding her with her bow back in front of her, an arrow trained at me yet again. An arrogant smile plasters my lips as I move in front of her at lightning speed, placing my hand on the arrow. “No!” They both scream at the same time. I slowly remove my hand from the arrow, Eri keeping it pulled back in place.  
 
    I hear Ian sigh heavily behind me as Eri lowers the bow to the ground, releasing the tension on the line as she lets out a heavy sigh of her own. She looks up to me, her green eyes full of worry. “Don’t ever touch a Seeker’s weapon. They’re all coated with Holy Water.” She turns her eyes toward Ian, giving him a scowl.  
 
    “What the fuck times six?! If another Seeker would’ve been here tonight, he’d be dead! Have you not told him anything!?” She stomps her pointed heel on the ground, causing me to chuckle. She shifts her eyes back to mine, looking up at me with her brows drawn together in anger. “Holy Water will end you! This is not funny!”  
 
    I give a one shoulder shrug as she stares up at me. She lets out another sigh, dropping her head and shaking it slowly. “Dammit, Ashley.” As she says the words a memory comes to mind. She lifts the glass, drinking the contents before setting it back on the table. She walks backwards toward the door, a devious smile on her lips. I want nothing more than to go to her.  
 
    I take the few steps between us, pushing her back against the wall as her bow slips from her hand, clattering to the pavement. She looks up at me, her eyes glowing, yet full of emotion. “Ashley.” She breathlessly whispers as I tilt her head to the side, dropping my mouth to her neck where I place a soft kiss below her ear. Her chest rises and falls quickly against me, her breathing picking up as things happen below my jeans.  
 
    “We need to get going.” I take one step back at Ian’s words, keeping her chin clasped between my thumb and forefinger as I stare down at her. “See you soon, Dream Girl.” Her lips lift ever so slightly as I release her chin, taking myself back home.  
 
      
 
    I arrive at my room in the west tower of the Fortress, placing my hands on my face. “Fuck.” I begin pacing the large room, gripping my hands behind my back as I recount what just happened. The Mistress told me to stay away from the female Seeker, yet I was instantly drawn to her.  
 
    I rake my hands down my face as I groan. What is it about that woman? I drop my hands to my side as my door swings open, Bastian barreling in with a scowl on his face. “You only managed to change one tonight? I knew sending Ian with you was the wrong choice.” I shake my head slightly, looking down at the cold, stone floor. “There was a complication.” 
 
    “Yeah. A Seeker showed up.” I lift my eyes to find Ian walking into the room, his hand gripping his shoulder. Bastian looks between the two of us, his brows drawn together. “A Seeker?” Ian gives a nonchalant shrug as he walks over to the couch that sits along the wall next to the bed, falling back and kicking his legs up. “Yeah. Some guy I’ve never seen before. We had to get the hell out of there.”  
 
    Bastian turns his eyes back to me, his back to Ian as he gives me a look. “You ran into a Seeker?” He asks the question as if he doesn’t believe us. I give him a nod, taking a few steps over and sitting on the edge of the plush bed. “He had a blade. Stopped me from my first kill.” Ian scoffs loudly, flipping his hand toward me. “It was more of a sword than anything.”  
 
    I glare at him as Bastian turns to look his way. What the hell does it matter whether it was a sword or a blade? “I don’t know of any Seekers who wield blades anymore. A sword you say?” Ian gives him a bright smile, flitting his eyes over to me briefly. “Yeparooni. I’ll take him back out tomorrow night if the Mistress sees fit.”  
 
    This seems to be enough of an explanation for Bastian. He glances at me over his shoulder before striding out the door, closing it heavily behind me. I look over to Ian who sits up on the edge of the couch, a worried look on his face. “You remember her, don’t you?” I give a once nod, dropping my elbows to my knees and resting my head in my hands. “I don’t remember everything, but I keep seeing her in my memories.”  
 
    Ian lets out a sigh, causing me to look over to him. He sits back on the couch, swinging his arm along the back as he crosses his ankle over his knee. “She’s what’s prohibiting your transformation. If the Mistress finds out, she’ll order her to be killed.” I stand from the bed quickly, my hands clenched at my sides as anger like I’ve never known courses through me.  
 
    “You’re not to tell the Mistress about tonight. Or that I remember Eridanus.” He stands from the couch, stepping over in front of me and placing a hand on my shoulder. I shrug his hand, traveling the length of the room backwards in one swift move. He places his hands on his hips, raising one eyebrow at me. “I’m not going to tell anyone. You have my word.”  
 
    I watch as he turns toward the bedroom door, walking quickly. “Ian.” He pauses with his hand on the door handle, glancing at me over his shoulder. “Thanks.” Giving a once nod he pulls the door open, stepping outside and closing it behind him. I fall back to the bed, covering my eyes with one hand as the night replays in my mind.  
 
      
 
    A few days later I find myself in the same spot. Lying in my bed, my hand covering my eyes. Another night in the normal world that was interrupted by Eridanus. At this point I don’t feel like I’ll ever change a normal and reach the last phase of my transition. It’s like living in some strange limbo stage. 
 
      I look up to a knock on the door. Without an invitation the door swings open, Bastian walking in. “The Mistress has ordered for you and Ian to go back out tonight.” I give a shrug as I push myself off the bed, striding by him out the door. “I wouldn’t suggest coming back if you don’t change someone. The Mistress is growing tired of your unwillingness to transform. Just like the rest of us.” I turn back to him, noticing the scowl on his face as he crosses his arms over his chest. 
 
    “I’m not unwilling, Bastian. Sorry I’m the only one of my kind and there’s not a written set of rules to follow to get me there.” He rolls his eyes, giving a loud scoff as we stand in the stone hallway alone. “Yeah. Yeah. The Mistresses chosen one. The special one.” He gives another eye roll as I chuckle, shaking my head slightly. “Sounds like you’re jealous of me.”  
 
    He drops his arms to his sides, clenching his hands into fists as his eyes glow red. “No one is jealous of you.” He hisses at me through gritted teeth while stalking toward me slowly. “I am the oldest of the offspring. The leader of the Mistresses Court. The next in line for the throne.” I roll my eyes, folding my arms over my chest as I raise an eyebrow at him with a smirk on my lips. “Until I showed up.”  
 
    His face contorts with anger as he rushes the few steps between us. I sidestep him easily, him running right by me and slamming into the wall. He turns to me, a growl coming from him as he rushes me again. As I step to the side quickly, I lift my foot, kicking him in the ass as he barrels by me. I laugh when he turns around to face me, his eyes glowing so brightly they look as though they could melt steel. He stands straight, brushing his hands down the front of his suit. “For someone who hasn’t even fully transformed, you talk a lot of shit.” 
 
    With that he turns away from me, stalking down the hallway. I let out a sigh as I make my way down the spiral, stone stairs in search of Ian. When I don’t find him at the base of the stairs, which has been our normal meeting spot, I start for the barrack area that contains the bedrooms of the common Demons. 
 
    I make my way down the long hallway, stopping at Ian’s assigned room. I gently tap on the door. He pulls the door open after a few seconds, giving me a surprised look. I hitch my thumb over my shoulder. “The Mistress wants us to go back out tonight. She wants me to change someone. Now.” He gives me a nod as he opens the door wider, stepping outside.  
 
    After appearing in the mortal world, we find a dive of a bar, sliding onto two stools and having a couple of beers as I tell Ian about Bastian’s performance in the hallway. He laughs loudly, slapping a hand against his thigh. “I would’ve loved to see him lose control. He always walks around like he’s got a stick up his ass.” I nod in agreement, a wide smile on my face.  
 
    “Right? He acts like I asked for this shit. I had a happy life, a job I loved, a few good friends.” I give a casual shrug as I lift the beer glass in front of me. “I mean, shit, I’d just gotten a new promotion at work and was going to be a senior editor. My fucking dream job.” I look over to Ian who stares at me with wide eyes, my eyes becoming wide as well. “You’re remembering.” I nod as I think back to before this nightmare began. 
 
    “Holy shit. I remember being bitten. Eri and Ori were there. Eri stayed with me for days, taking care of me.” I close my eyes, a content sigh coming from my lips as I remember the way her fingernails ran through my hair as my head rested in her lap. I chuckle as I think of the way I propositioned her in my living room. Telling her to lie down or something.  
 
    Ian elbows me in the side, a sad smile on his lips. “It’s great you remember, but that’s all it is now. A memory.” I nod slowly, my brows drawn together as I pull my wallet from my back pocket, sliding a few bills on the countertop. I slip my wallet back to my pocket as I stand from the stool, giving Ian a look of determination. “You’re right. Let’s get this over with.”  
 
    We step out of the bar side by side in the dark early hours of the morning. I look both ways, not seeing anyone in sight. I turn to the right, hoping we’ll come across a drunk college student who has lost their way. After a few minutes we see a group of young people ahead of us, stumbling along the sidewalk as they laugh boisterously.  
 
    We stay a good distance behind, watching as one of the girls breaks away from the group, giving a wave as she steps toward her building. I speed toward her, placing my hand over her mouth as I drag her around the side of the building. I continue down the side of the building until we’re next to an emergency exit door, the sign blinking with burning out lights.  
 
    I place her back against the wall, keeping my hand over her mouth. Her eyes are wide with fear, her entire body trembling. “I’ll take my hand away if you promise not to scream.” She nods her head quickly, tears starting to form in her eyes as she stares up at me. Fuck. I don’t want to do this to this poor girl. I slowly lower my hand from her mouth, and true to her word, she stays quiet.  
 
    “Please don’t hurt me. Just take my purse.” She shifts the strap of her purse across her body, holding it out to me. I shake my head, giving her a sad smile. “I don’t need your money.” Her eyes widen slightly, a sob escaping her as fear takes over and she begins to plead with me. I take one step toward her, keeping my eyes on hers. “I’m sorry.” I close in on her, cupping my hand over her mouth as I shift her head upward.  
 
    “I just want you to kiss me. That’s all.” She chokes on a sob. It muffled by my hand. I pull my lower lip into my mouth, biting down and tasting the coppery taste of blood in my mouth. I slowly move my hand away from her mouth, crashing my lips to hers. She sniffles, her chest heaving and her hands shaking at her sides. Try with everything I have, I can’t bring myself to open my mouth and allow my blood to change her.  
 
    I pull back from her, staring into her teary eyes. “Go.” She stares at me for a long second, her mouth dropping open slightly. I lift my hand, slamming it against the brick wall that crumbles next to her. “Go!” Without another glance she turns toward the dimly street, running as fast as she can. “Fuck.” I keep my hand placed on the wall, my head dropped down as I close my eyes. I can’t bring this fate on someone.  
 
    I hear a whoosh noise, opening my eyes to see an arrow bounce off the brick wall a few feet from me, falling to the ground. A small smile crests my lips as I turn. Eri pulls another arrow from the sheath on her back, pointing it at the center of my chest. I face her fully, staring at her beautiful face. Part of me hates her, yet the other half wants to pin her against the wall right now.  
 
    The latter wins. I rush toward her, gripping the arrow in the middle and shoving it upward. I hear her release it as her back hits the wall, a low gasp coming from her. I lift my hands to her face, cupping her cheeks as she stares up at me with those gorgeous eyes of hers. “I should hate you, but something pulls me to you.” She simply nods her head slowly as she looks into my eyes.  
 
    I crash my lips to hers, one hand running up to tangle in her long hair. She moans at the same time a groan escapes me. I part my mouth, licking my tongue along her bottom lip as I shift my hips into her, placing her fully against the wall. I vaguely hear her bow clatter to the pavement as she lifts her hands, one cupping the back of my neck as the other clutches my T-shirt.  
 
    I trail my hand down her cheek, along her throat and stopping at the top of her breasts. Running my fingertips along the top of the black corset top she wears. She tilts her head away from me, exposing her neck. I take the opportunity to drop my mouth to that spot just below her ear that I know drives her wild.  
 
    As I run my tongue lightly along her skin, goosebumps begin to form along her neck as she lifts one leg, wrapping it around me and thrusting me toward her core. “Ashley!” Eri instantly stiffens beneath me. “Let’s go, Ashley!” I keep my hands on her body, glancing over my shoulder to Ian who wears a worried expression. “No.” I growl at him. Eri lowers her leg from around me, dropping back to her high stilettos and placing both of her hands on my chest, giving me a slight push.  
 
    I take a step backward, keeping my eyes on hers. “You need to listen to him.” I give her a snarky grin as I close in on her, placing my finger under her chin and urging her head upward. “I’d rather finish what we started.” Her eyes glow green, but I can see the sadness. “We can’t.” I drop my lips to hers in a slow, sensual kiss.  
 
    Pulling back I stare down at her, feeling my eyes burning and knowing they’re bright red. “Promise me you’ll wait for me.” She swallows heavily as she stares up at me. “I promise.” I feel a hand on my shoulder, knowing Ian is ready to get out of here. I take a step back, staring at Eri the whole while. I give her a small smile as we begin to travel back to the Fortress.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I fall back on the couch in my room after a long conversation with the Mistress. It’s been days since I’ve been allowed to leave, meaning days since I’ve seen Eridanus. I allow my mind to drift to the times we had before I came here. A chuckle escapes me as I think about our stop at the general store where she told the cashier that I was impotent. I still owe her back on that one.  
 
    I sit up as I hear a knock on my bedroom door, watching as the door opens before I have a chance to speak. Ian sticks his head in the door, a worried look on his face. “The Mistress wants to see us both. Immediately.” I push up from the couch, striding toward the door that he holds open. I start toward the right, figuring she’ll want to see us in the common area.  
 
    Ian places his hand on my arm, tilting his head toward the stairs that travel to the uppermost part of the west tower. “She’s in her office.” He audibly gulps as my eyes widen. The only Demons I’ve seen summoned to her office, never made it out. “Fuck.” He nods his head in agreement as we walk toward the stairs.  
 
    Ian talks nervously in a low voice as we ascend the stairs slowly. Neither of us in a hurry to meet our certain deaths. I tune him out as I get lost in my own thoughts. I had thought I was doing a convincing job of the Mistresses golden heir, but apparently, I have been mistaken. Ever since the last time I saw Eri, the time I couldn’t change that young girl, I’ve known I was going to figure out a way out of this. A way back to Eridanus.  
 
    We hit the last step at the same time, both of us looking over at the other. Ian’s face is consumed with worry, but I hope I’m doing a better job as an actor. With my memory back, I recall the conversation with the head witch. Head Enchantress. I have to figure out how to denounce the Demon within me while not being killed by the Mistress. Easy freaking peasy.  
 
    I let out a heavy sigh as I place my hand on the door handle. Knowing nothing in this shit show is easy peasy. Without knocking, I push the large, stone door open, finding the Mistress sitting behind an ornately carved rock desk. Bastian leaning against the wall behind her. She gives me a slight smile as I step in the room, Ian staying right by my side.  
 
    “Hello, my child.” She shifts her eyes over to Ian, giving him a once over. “This is who you have chosen to be your hand?” I glance over to Ian who has his head dropped, his eyes fixed on the floor. Looking back to my Mother, the Mistress, I give her a nod. “Absolutely. He led me here when my own brother left me in a house of witches and a Seeker. I trust him.”  
 
    I see Bastian scowl at me, but keep my eyes focused on the Mistress. Her lip pulls up slightly at the corner as she places her hands on the desk, pushing herself to standing. “Very well. He’ll accompany us on our little field trip.” I internally kick myself for dragging Ian into whatever the hell I just got myself into. She steps around the desk, standing before me.  
 
    I see Ian drop to his knees, his head bowed. She glances over to him, a look of annoyance on her face. “Stand.” He slowly rises to his feet, keeping his eyes cast downward. “Look at me.” I watch from the corner of my eye as he reluctantly lifts his head, his eyes locked on hers as she scowls at him. “If you plan to be the leader of Ashley’s Court when he takes over, you need to learn more confidence. The Master or Mistress, along with their offspring and Court are the highest titles a Demon can hold.” 
 
    He gives her a bow, pulling his eyes back to hers as he shifts his shoulders back, standing tall. “Yes, Mistress. I will learn to be a formidable leader of Master Ashley’s Court.” I cringe at the words as she smiles at us both. “Very well. Let’s be off.” 
 
      
 
    I blink quickly as the mortal world comes into focus. It’s dark out, but at least I can feel a slight breeze on my cheeks, unlike the dark and cold of the Fortress. “Why are we here?” The Mistress turns to me, her brows narrowed together, her lip a thin line. “Tonight, is the night you complete your final phase of transformation.”  
 
    Ian and I follow behind her and Bastian along the sparsely populated street. There’s no way in hell I can keep up my appearance of wanting to be a Demon if I don’t change someone in front of her. Fuck. I see Bastian pull a phone from his pocket, glancing at it quickly before looking up and scanning the street.  
 
    “Why don’t we grab a quick dinner. It’s been ages since you’ve been to the mortal world, Mistress.” She stops in the middle of the sidewalk, tilting her head to the side and giving him a questioning stare. “Very well.” She offers her arm, through which he links through his, whistling a happy tune as we walk along the sidewalk.  
 
    We step into a fine dining restaurant, being seated quickly. Ian sits at my side across from the Mistress and Bastian. “I suppose you’re ready to get your first change under your belt.” I look above the menu to Bastian who wears a devious smile, simply giving him a nod in response. “Tell me, Ian. How did you find yourself at the Fortress?”  
 
    I’m happy for Ian’s long-winded conversation as I try to figure out a way out of this. I don’t want to change someone. I don’t want to transform. There has to be a way out of this.  
 
    We all place our orders, waiting quietly. Just as the waiter arrives with our food, Bastian’s pulls his phone from his pocket, glancing at it briefly. “My apologies, but we have to get going.” The waiter’s eyes widen slightly as he places the last dish in front of me. “Would you like for me to box these to go?” Bastian pushes his chair back, standing quickly as he pulls his wallet from his pocket, throwing a few hundred-dollar bills on the center of the table.  
 
    He looks across to me with a wicked smile as I stay seated. “Duty calls, brother.” I keep my face void of emotion as I slide my chair back, standing across from him. “Let’s take care of business.” He starts toward the door, the Mistress following as Ian and I follow behind, shoulder to shoulder. He bumps my arm with his as we reach the sidewalk in front of the restaurant, giving me a questioning shrug to which I shake my head lightly. 
 
    After walking a few blocks, Bastian turns down a dark alleyway, weaving along the back streets of buildings as we all follow. I can see a light flickering beyond the next corner. He stops, turning to face us before starting around the corner. “I figured out what was stopping your transformation, brother.” I glare at him as he gives me a smug smile, brushing his hands along his three-piece suit.  
 
    The Mistress turns back toward me, giving me a triumphant smile. “I was foolish to think a simple change would trigger your transformation. It’s something to do with your life before.” She turns away from me, walking around the corner of the building. I start behind her, Bastian placing his hand firmly on my forearm. I look over to him, my eyes burning red with the simple contact.  
 
    He scoffs loudly, lowering his hand from my arm. “I saw you with the female Seeker the last outing you went on.” Try as I can, I can’t hide the look of shock that transforms my face for the briefest of second. He gives a mirthless laugh, turning his back to me and walking around the corner. I start behind him, but Ian grips my arm firmly, pulling me back.  
 
    “I’ve got your back.” He gives a small nod as he releases my arm. I step around the corner of the building, complete shock rolling though me as I take in the scene before me.  
 
    I walk directly toward the Mistress and Bastian, standing at their side. I know I’ve got to keep a level head if I’m going to get Eridanus out of this situation. And right now, that’s the only thing on my mind. Two large Demons have her arms pinned against the wall, her bow lying a few feet away from her with her sheath of arrows spilling onto the pavement littered with garbage. Her eyes find mine, a look of sorrow in her glowing green eyes. As I stare into her eyes, I feel that all too familiar ache begin in my head.  
 
    I advert my eyes from hers, staring at the wall a few feet from her so I don’t do anything brash in the situation. I watch from the corner of my eye as Bastian takes the few steps toward her, placing his hands behind his back and beginning to pace a few steps, then turning and pacing the direction he came. “It seems the source that is stopping Ashley’s transformation is a certain Seeker female.” 
 
    He turns his gaze to Eri, giving her a disgusted look before turning his eyes to mine, keeping the face. “Why you would want a Seeker when there are so many Demons to choose from? Even witches.” He gives a scoff as he walks toward me, pulling a small dagger from the inside of his jacket pocket. He stops a few feet from me, flipping the dagger so the handle is toward me. “Kill her and complete your transformation.” 
 
    I step toward him, taking the dagger in my hand. I hold it down to my side as I walk toward her, the two large Demons still holding her against the wall. As I slowly make my way toward her, I calculate my next move. I’m outnumbered heavily. Three more Demons stand with the Mistress and Bastian. I glance over my shoulder, finding Ian’s eyes trained on me. He makes the slightest nod of his head. Even with him on my side, I don’t see how the two of us can take them all on. 
 
    I stop within reach of Eridanus, my brows drawn together in anger. “You’ve had this coming, female Seeker.” Her bottom lip trembles ever so slightly before she swallows heavily, a defiant smile cresting her lips. “You’ll never win this war.” My eyes shift down to her poison arrows that lie along the pavement, a plan coming to mind. I slowly lift my hand that holds the dagger, keeping my eyes on hers as I force mine to burn bright red. 
 
    “Get away from her!” I spin around to find Orion standing at the entrance to the alleyway. Cercinus and the man from Eri’s apartment standing beside him. Shit. I look back to Eri, raising the corner of my lip lightly. “Any last words, Dream girl?” Her eyes widen just a fraction, seeming to have realized this is part of my plan. She shakes her head slightly as I lift the dagger over my head. 
 
    I glance over to Ori just as he releases an arrow straight for me, quickly darting out of the way and grabbing Eri’s arrows from the ground. I grip one of the Demons that holds her against the wall, spinning him in front of me as a shield against Ori’s next arrow. The arrow pierces through his chest, and I let him fall to the ground. I look over to see Eri handling her own against the other Demon and set my sights on the Mistress and Bastian.  
 
    I fling an arrow straight for Bastian, but he steps out of the way at the last second. “I knew you weren’t special! You’re a traitor!” He charges at me, but Ian jumps in front of him, fighting against him as I speed across the alleyway, standing right in front of the Mistress. She glares up at me, a humorless smile cresting her lips. “You’re weak, just like your Father.” 
 
    I move my arm slightly, letting the poisonous arrow slide down, holding it in my hand. Her eyes move downward, widening just before I shove it into her chest. She looks up to me as she stumbles backward, clutching the arrow that juts from her chest. “I’m not weak. I’m strong enough to denounce the Demon from within me because of love.” What feels like a rippling wave begins inside me as I stare at her.  
 
    I watch as her face begins to turn gray, her body beginning to disappear before my eyes. I feel the searing pain begin in my head, as I turn to find Eri. Orion is helping her from the ground. Ian stands over Bastian, one of the arrows in his hand as he watches him begin to vanish. My head begins to throb harder, my entire body feeling feverish. I hold my hands in front of me, noticing my hands glow red, then turn to blue, just as my eyes do.  
 
    Looking across the alleyway I see Eri’s eyes trained on mine, her mouth dropped open in shock. She starts toward me, but Ori grips her arm firmly, pulling her back. I start toward her, even though the pain emanating through my body is unbearable. She continues to fight against Orion, her eyes drifting over to mine, then past me. “No!” She screams loudly, just as a searing pain begins to spread through my side.  
 
    My vision is beginning to go in and out, but I still make my way toward her. I fall to my knees on the pavement, looking down at my side that throbs in cold waves unlike the rest of my body that feels like an inferno. I let out a humorless laugh as I see the blade in my side, my blood oozing out of the deep wound. I managed to denounce the Demon, but I’m still going to die. 
 
    I lift my head slowly, finding Circinus walking toward me. The black spots before my eyes make it hard to focus on him, but I see the wide smile on his face as he kneels in front of me and I push off the ground, facing him as I sit back on my knees. “Another one turns to dust.” He reaches his hand out, placing it on the handle of the blade and pulling hard. I suck a breath in at the blinding pain, falling forward and catching myself with my hands. I heave shallow breaths, unable to get enough air into my lungs. The whole while I can hear Eridanus screaming.  
 
    I know this is the end for me. It takes everything in me to lift my head, my vision beginning to fade, but I find Eri’s beautiful face. Orion has his arms wrapped around her from behind as she fights against him, her teary eyes focused on mine. “I love you, Eridanus.” I fall forward to the pavement, my cheek hitting the ground and everything going dark, feeling as if I’m floating in space.  
 
      
 
    Death feels different than I thought it would. Everything is pitch black. There are no senses. No sight, no noise, no smells, no feeling, just darkness and my thoughts. It’s a funny thing that I can remember the way the fall breeze blew against my face. The feel of Eridanus’ hand in mine, or the way her lips fit perfectly against my own. I can almost feel myself smiling at her memory. I let out a heavy sigh in my mind, thankful that I was able to save her at least, and thankful that my love for her was what stopped my complete transformation.    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    I’m still in complete darkness, but I swear I can faintly hear something other than my voice in my head. I focus hard on the sound. A steady beeping noise and hushed voices. “It’s been days, Eri. You need to let him go.”  
 
    “I can’t!” I can hear the tears in her voice but can’t seem to find anything in the darkness. I try to look down at my hand, feeling a tingling sensation where it should be. Except I can’t find it in the darkness. I think hard about moving my hand, hearing her gasp lightly. “He just moved his hand, Orion! He’s coming back to me.” I feel a tingling against my forehead, moving down my cheek. “Come back to me, Ashley. Please, come back to me.” I try to focus on her touch but am again surrounded by the darkness.   
 
      
 
    My eyes flutter open, barely slits as I look around the dark room. I can’t move anything, but at least I’m not locked in the darkness of my mind. “Fuck. You are not waking up now.” I shift my eyes over to where the voice comes from, finding Orion standing over me with a scowl. He flings his hands up at his sides in exasperation as he walks away from me mumbling. “If Eri takes it on me because she missed you waking up, I’m going to kill your half dead ass.” I hear a door slam, my eyes closing on their own accord.  
 
      
 
    I hear the beeping again, keeping my eyes closed and focusing on the noises around me. It’s so nice to hear something other than my own thoughts. I try to wiggle my fingers, finding them heavy. I open my eyes, finding the strange room once again, except now it’s obviously dark outside. I tilt my head to the side as I hear a gentle snore, finding my face in white blonde hair. “Eri.” I barely whisper.  
 
    Catching movement from the corner of my eye I turn my head slightly, noticing the stiffness in my neck. Ian steps over next to the bed I lie in, bringing his hand up, placing one finger to his lips. He nods his head down toward Eri who softly snores against my chest.  
 
    “She’s been awake for days and becoming a bit delusional. Let her sleep away the crazy.” A smile crests my lips as I move my thumb along her back. “I don’t know if she can sleep her crazy away.” He chuckles lightly, reaching next to the bed and grabbing a glass, filling it with water from a glass decanter.  
 
    I squint at the decanter in his hand. “Where are we?” His lip pulls up to one side as he thrusts the glass toward me. “The Enchantresses. My favorite place to be.” I take a large gulp of water, the cool liquid soothing my parched throat. I give a content sigh, causing Eri to stir against my chest. I pass the glass back to Ian, mouthing my thanks. 
 
    He sits the glass on the table beside the bed, hitching his thumb over his shoulder before whispering. “If you don’t need anything else, I’m going back to Celia’s room.” I raise an eyebrow at him as rolls his eyes, turning his back to me and walking toward the bedroom door.  
 
    I pull Eri closer to my chest, wincing at the pain in my side, but keeping her locked tight against me as I rest my other hand on her thigh that rests on my legs. I place a kiss to the top of her hair before closing my eyes, letting sleep consume me again.  
 
    What seems like a short time later my eyes spring open. Eri’s head has shifted on my chest, her face tilted up toward mine as she whimpers in her sleep. Her brows are drawn together, a worried look on her face. “Ashley, no.” My own brows draw together as a single tear slips down her cheek in her sleep. I lift my hand from her thigh, placing it on her cheek.  
 
    “Wake up, Eri.” She scrunches her face, her brows still drawn together as she mumbles. I softly pat her cheek, not wanting her to go through whatever nightmare she is having. “Wake up, babe. I’m right here.” Her eyelids lazily flutter open, her eyes zoning in on mine. I give her a small smile, watching as her face turns to shock, her eyes widening as her mouth drops open.  
 
    She sits up quickly, causing the bed to shift and that pain in my side to ache. I pinch my eyes closed as the pain dies down, feeling her hands land on my cheeks roughly. I open my eyes as she begins to shake my head like one of those magic eight balls. “Don’t leave me, Ashley! I know I’m not dreaming, dammit! I saw your eyes!” The look in her eyes is no short than maniacal as I lift my hands, placing them on her wrists and giving a little pinch. “You’re not dreaming, Dream girl.” 
 
    She flings herself at me, straddling my lower half as her arms circle my neck. The pain in my side makes me grit my teeth, but I snake my arms around her, pulling her to me as she sobs against my neck. “I thought I lost you. Orion and the Enchantresses said you were a lost cause, but I knew you’d come back to me.” A small smile crests my lips as I run my hand up her back, tangling my fingers in her long hair. “I had to come back. You claimed me.”  
 
    She sits back, staring down at me. “Are you sure I’m not dreaming?” I laugh lightly, instantly regretting it as a sharp pain shoots through my side. I grit my teeth, dropping my hand to my side where the pain emanates, having to slide my hand under her thigh. “What the hell happened?” I look up at her as she glances down to where my hand rests beneath her leg. Quickly she shifts herself off me, sitting next to me on the bed with her legs resting under her. “Fuck times sixty-three. I didn’t think about your stab wound. Here let me check it.”                
 
    I lift my hand, allowing her to pull the sheet down from my chest. “Sixty-three? Last I saw you, you were on eight. How long have I been out of it?” I glance down as she gingerly pulls a bandage from my side, revealing a long line of stitches. She sits forward, stretching her arm out and pulling a string on a lamp that sits upon the table next to the bed.  
 
    I squint my eyes as the bright light illuminates the darkened room, watching as she sits back on her legs, inspecting the wound on my side. She stands from the bed, walking toward a door on the far wall. “I’ll be right back.” I not so patiently wait for her to return. I know she’s only been gone for mere seconds, but it feels like a lifetime.  
 
    She opens the door, giving me a tight smile as she walks toward me. “Not even going to lie. This is going to hurt like hell.” I glance down at her hands, finding a familiar small blue bottle, and a bandage. I give a small shrug as she sits on the edge of the bed, uncapping the cork from the bottle with her teeth, and dabbing a cotton cloth to the top. “How bad could- Fuck!” I pinch my eyes shut, gritting my teeth together as my side feels like it’s burning off.  
 
    “Big baby.” She snickers as I keep my eyes closed. “What’s wrong?” I open my eyes to find Eldora running into the room in a next to nothing negligee, Orion right on her heels. A very naked Ian runs in behind them, followed by Cecelia in all her naked glory, a riding whip in hand. I lift my hand to cover my eyes, resting my head back on the pillow. “You had to bring me back to the witch house.”  
 
    Eri chuckles as she dabs more of the pain inflicting liquid on my side. “We’re fine. You known the Demons act tough, but they can’t handle a little Holy Water.” Everyone in the room laughs softly as my eyes spring open, staring at Eri who wears a small smile as she focuses on my side. “I’m still a Demon? I thought I denounced the Demon within me?”  
 
    She looks up to me, tilting her head to the side as a sympathetic smile forms on her lips. “You did denounce, but you still have lingering, side effects? For lack of a better word.” She gives a small shrug of one shoulder, glancing back to the crowd gathered in the doorway. “We’re good. Y’all should go back to bed. Or, whatever it is you were doing.”  
 
    Cecelia flips her whip in the air, a loud crack vibrating through the room as Ian stands to attention. He gives us a salute with the hand not covering himself before following her out of the room. Eldora crosses her arms over her chest, raising one eyebrow with a look of contempt on her face. “You don’t smell near as great as you did before.” She turns, bumping her shoulder into Orion as she walks out the doorway.  
 
    His eyes follow behind her as he scowls, turning back to Eridanus. “You’re sure you’re alright?” His eyes flit over to mine, his scowl deepening. “I’d love nothing more than to kill him.” Eri lets out a long sigh as she stands from the bed, placing the blue vial and the cotton cloth on the table. “You’re not going to kill him. It’s illegal to kill a fellow Seeker.”  
 
    He lets out a low growl, his eyes moving from mine to his sisters. “Fine. I’ll be in Eldora’s room if you need me.” He starts out of the room as Eri lets out a low whistle. “Didn’t know you were into the kinky shit, brother.” He looks at her over his shoulder, his brows drawn together, but his cheeks tinted with a blush. “Shut up, Eridanus.” 
 
    He closes the door behind him as Eri laughs. She turns back toward me, a warm smile on her lips. “Are you hungry? Thirsty? Cold? Hot?” I roll my eyes at her as I shift myself upward in the bed, pinching my eyes shut at the pain in my side as I rest my back against the headboard and pat the bed next to me.  
 
    She climbs into the bed, curling her legs up beside her as she rests her hand on my shoulder. I lift my arm, slinging it around her shoulders and pulling her to me. Pain be damned. “I missed you.” She nods slowly against my chest before lifting her head, her teary eyes finding mine. “I thought I lost you.” She chokes on a sob as she lowers her head, resting it on my chest as she snakes her arm around me.  
 
    I drop my chin to the top of her head, pulling her closer to me. “Everything was dark. There was nothing. I thought I was dead.” She nods her head slightly, pulling back from me to look in my eyes. My chest clenches at the tears that slide down her face, her not bothering to cover them. “Did you mean what you said in the alleyway?”  
 
    I tilt my head to the side, giving her a confused look. She opens her mouth as if she’s going to say something, then snaps it shut, wiping her hands under her eyes. She waves a hand toward me in a nonchalant way. “Forget what I said.” I stare at her, the puzzled look staying on my face as I replay that night in my mind. “How long have I been like this? That. Whatever.”  
 
    She lifts her eyes to mine, a sad smile cresting her lips. “You’ve been here at the Enchantresses, unconscious, for almost two weeks.” I nod slowly, looking across the room. “How long was I at the Fortress?” I look over to her as she shifts her legs under her, sitting back on her legs as she keeps her eyes trained across the room. “Another two weeks.”  
 
    I sit forward, reaching for her hand even though the pain in my side protests. Gripping her hand, I lace our fingers together, her eyes drifting back to mine, filled with tears. “How long were we here? You know, before.” She tilts her head to the side, raising one eyebrow at me. “Two days.” I nod my head exaggeratedly as I run my thumb along the back of her hand.  
 
    “And how many days were we at your place?” She lets out a long sigh, giving me a pointed look. “I already know you regained your memory of the past.” I chuckle lowly as I pull her hand toward me. She lifts off her legs, sliding onto her side next to me. I slide down into the bed, rolling to my side, and facing her. “How many days?” I whisper into the quiet room. 
 
    Her lip lifts at the corner slightly as she looks up, obviously counting in her head. I chuckle at the amount of time it takes her. She looks back to me, her bottom lip sticking out in a pout. “I can’t do math, but I can damn sure kick your ass.” I chuckle lightly as I remove my hand from hers, wrapping it behind her back and pulling her to me.  
 
    “We were at my place for three days, your place for two. I think we were on the road and at the Enchantresses for five. So, five and five, plus two weeks in the Fortress, another two weeks here, not to mention the time before when I referred to you as Dream girl, we’ve known each other for well over a month.” She nestles her face into the crook of my neck as I keep my arm around her, running my hand along her back. “Make your point, Ash. I’ve been awake for almost a week straight.”  
 
    I let out a heavy sigh, not knowing if I want to continue with this conversation for fear that she won’t feel the same. She pushes off my chest, propping herself up with one elbow as she looks down at me with pinched brows. “What are you talking about, Ashley?”  
 
    I stare up at her, the woman of my dreams, my Dream Girl. A smile crests my lips as I grip her hand in mine that rests against my bare chest. “I love you, Eridanus. I know you claimed me to protect me from the Coven, but you claimed me before that. I knew you were the woman of my dreams the first time I saw you in that alley outside the club. I knew I wanted more with you during our stay in that shitty hotel in Canada, and I knew I could denounce the evil within me just by gazing into your gorgeous green eyes.”  
 
    She stares down at me. Her face void of emotion, but her eyes shimmering with tears. I take a deep breath, staring up at her. “Claim me, Eri. Claim me as yours until the end of our lives, because I claim you.” She stares at me for a long moment, her hand clenching mine, her fingernails digging into my palm before barley whispering. “Are you serious?”  
 
    I fight off the urge to laugh. If she only knew how serious I was she’d be running toward the door. Instead I grip her hand in mine, sliding our joined hands toward my face and pressing a gentle kiss to the back of her hand. “I’m more than serious. I love you, Eridanus.”  
 
    She leans toward me, her lips brushing mine gently. “I’ve already claimed you.” She pulls back, brushing the tip of my nose with her own. “I love you too, Ashley.” She shifts back in the bed, resting her head on my chest as I pull her against me, letting out a content sigh. As long as I have her in my arms, I can face anything. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The day I denounced my Demon heritage comes to mind as I sit in my car, stuck in traffic. I drum my fingers on the steering wheel absentmindedly as that night in the alleyway plays through my mind. Eridanus pinned against the wall by two Demons. Me stabbing my mother, the Mistress, and Ian killing Bastian. Cercinus in turn stabbing me.  
 
    I drop my hand from the wheel, placing it against my side where the jagged scar has faded, but the memory never will. My phone begins to ring on the passenger seat. I reach for it, noticing my bosses’ number on the screen. Hitting the green button to answer the call I lift it to my ear. “Hey, James. Are you stuck in this awful traffic as well?” He gives a light chuckle over the line.  
 
    “Always, but that’s not why I called.” He gives a little sigh over the line, causing my heart to falter. It’s been two years since my strange disappearance, but I’m still waiting to be canned for it. If it weren’t for Orion covering for me while I was gone, I wouldn’t still have this job at all. Although it took months for anyone in the office to come near me after my strange, mystery diagnosis that almost took my life.  
 
    “I’m planning to do some rearranging within the department.” I tilt my head back against the seat, letting my eyes close as I wait for him to continue. Being fired could not come at a worse time. “I know the fantasy department isn’t really your thing. You do a wonderful job, but I want to give you first choice of departments.” 
 
    I tilt my head forward, opening my eyes as my brows draw together in confusion. “You’re not firing me?” He laughs loudly over the line. “Firing you? What in the hell are you talking about, son? You’re the best Senior Editor I have! You know Momma didn’t raise no fool!” I chuckle lightly at his familiar saying. “Numbers are down across the board, except for your department. I want to mix everyone up a bit. I feel like the Editors are burned out in their specific genres.”  
 
    I nod in agreement, having heard that from most of my colleagues. “I have heard that.” He makes an mhmm noise. “So, first thing Monday morning I’m calling a meeting. You won’t be there, obviously, but I wanted to give you first pick.” I sit quietly for a few seconds. When I was given this job two years ago, the last genre I wanted was fantasy, but now? Knowing what I know now, living through what I have, I can’t see working on anything else. 
 
    “If it’s alright, James, I’d like to continue with where I’m currently at. I feel like this is my niche.” He agrees instantly, going on to talk about where he should place the rest of my colleagues. I pull my phone from my ear as I hear a beeping, alerting me to an incoming call. I quickly pull the phone back to my ear, my eyes widening. “James, I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’ve got to take this other call. I’ll call you in a few days.”  
 
    I hang the phone up, before he finishes, quickly switching to the other line. “Are you alright?” Eri sighs heavily over the line. “I’m fine. Just wondering when you’ll be home.” I let out a relieved sigh, just as traffic begins to move. “Sorry, babe. Been stuck in traffic, but it’s starting to move now.”  
 
    “No rush. I’m about to put dinner in the oven. I’ll see you when you get here. I love you.” We hang up as I smile, traffic lightening, and allowing me to get to speed. I pull the car into the garage of our suburban house less than ten minutes later. We moved in less than a month ago, but damn if it isn’t home already. I make my way through the door that leads into the side of the kitchen as the garage door closes.  
 
    I’m surprised when I don’t find Eri in the kitchen. I toss my briefcase onto the counter, making my way down the hallway toward our bedroom. I gently push the door open, still not finding her. “Eri.” I call lightly. “In here!” A smile crests my lips as she calls from the bathroom that adjoins our room. I step in, finding her standing in front of the mirror, her hands placed on her hips as she turns side to side slowly.  
 
    Stepping behind her I wrap my arms around her, placing a kiss to her cheek before looking at her in the mirror. “There’s my Dream Girl.” She gives an exaggerated eye roll as she sighs heavily. “Only if you’re into whales, or cows, or anything else that’s fat as hell.” I drop both of my hands to her protruding belly, rubbing lightly. “You’re not fat, just overly pregnant.” She sighs again, dropping her head back to rest against me as she stares up at the ceiling. “I’m so done being pregnant.” 
 
    I drop my hands from her, placing them on her shoulders and turning her to me. “Almost time. Your due date was two days ago, surely we’ll be meeting our son or daughter soon.” She rolls her eyes again, letting out a huff. “I’m going to be pregnant forever. Just get used to it.” As the timer begins to alarm from the kitchen she shifts out of my grip, waddling toward the door as I watch her with a bright smile.  
 
    She stops in the doorway, placing a hand on her hip and giving me a pointed look. “Stop watching me waddle. I can still kick your ass.” Shaking my head, I laugh lightly. “I’m going to change clothes.” She rolls her eyes, yet again, before moving out of the bathroom. I’ve come to find her signature look of pregnancy to be an eye roll.  
 
    I quickly strip out of my slacks and button up shirt, tossing them to the hamper that sits in the corner of the room. Striding out of the room I catch a glimpse of the mark on my hip in the mirror, pausing and facing it head on. Dropping my hand, I run my thumb along the three perfect, white, dots. Denouncing my Demon heritage changed a lot of things. My mark turned to that of a Seeker, as did my senses.  
 
    I can now sense when a Demon is around, and my eyes glow a bright blue. Although, after my denouncing and Eri resigning from the Division, we don’t come into contact with many Demons. Ian still comes around though. After me killing the Mistress, and my denouncing, he was the next in line to take over the Demons, being the head of my Court.  
 
    And I have to say, he was the man for the job. There is a strict policy against changing mortals now. Most of the Demons returned to the mortal world, living amongst everyday people, with average jobs, and average lives. Some decided to stay at the Fortress, and there is always a rouge who wants to come here and cause trouble, but we handle it fairly quickly.  
 
    The charges against Eridanus for deserting the Division to help me were also dropped. Since Circinus, her Father, stabbed me after denouncing, I was technically a Seeker. The only rule in the Division is not to harm a fellow Seeker. He struck a deal with us to keep our mouths shut for her freedom, which we gladly accepted.  
 
    I step out of the bathroom, sliding a pair of workout shorts on and grabbing a T-shirt. Just as I pull the shirt up to slide it over my head, I hear Eri yelp from across the house. Within the blink of an eye I stand behind her in the kitchen, watching as she holds her finger under the faucet of the sink. I start for her, gripping her wrist as she jolts, clutching her other hand to her chest. “Dammit, Ashley! What have I told you about that fast moving shit!”  
 
    I shake my head as I inspect her hand, finding a small burn to her pointer finger. I grab a towel from the counter, patting her finger dry as I reach around her to the medicine cabinet, pulling the small blue vial from inside. “You’ve told me not to use my superpower speed and sneak up on you.” I roll my eyes playfully as she smacks me in the side with her free hand. I pull the cork from the bottle with my teeth, pouring a small drop on her finger and watching the burn instantly fade.  
 
    I smile down at her as she watches her finger, her eyes moving up to mine. She gives me a bright smile as she presses up on her bare tip toes, her lips meeting mine. “I love you. Even if you sneak up on me.” I give her a bright smile of my own as I bend down, pressing my lips to hers. “And I love you.” I pull back, noticing the startled look on her face, watching as her head drops downward, mine following. “Fuck times eight thousand nine hundred and fifty-two.”  
 
    I nod in agreement as I watch the small trickle of fluid trail down her legs, onto the floor. She lifts her head, her eyes meeting mine. I can see the fear and uncertainty in her eyes. I pull her to me, placing a kiss to the top of her head. “Show time, Dream Girl.”  
 
      
 
    After what feels like a lifetime, I lie in our bed next to Eri who cradles our little boy in her arms, smiling down at him. The Enchantresses had rented the house next to ours in await to assist with our child being born, and I’m glad they did. Once things started happening, I completely lost my shit. I fainted in the bedroom and Orion had to drag my ass out to the living room.  
 
    I drop a hand to my ribs that are sore, knowing that he probably banged me into a few walls on the way out of the room for the hell of it. Although, I deserved it. Eri was a fucking champ and I passed out like a little girl who saw a scary snake. Ori and I have a good relationship now, but he’s not going to pass up an opportunity to inflict a bit of pain on me. 
 
    I lift our newborn sons’ tiny hand in mine, flipping his hand over to expose his wrist and seeing three perfect white circles. I let out a relieved sigh as I run my finger along his wrist, looking over to Eri. “No darkness.” She lifts her head slightly, turning to look over to me with a small smile. “I told you we didn’t have to worry.” I press forward, pressing a soft kiss on her cheek as she stares down at our son in her arms.  
 
    Ever since finding out she was pregnant, I’ve been worried about the possibility of our child being born with the Demon heritage. Even though she said she wasn’t worried, I could see it in her eyes. I close my eyes, shaking my head lightly. There’s no reason to worry about it now. He’s here, healthy, and has the mark of a Seeker. 
 
    “What are we going to name him?” Over the past nine months we’ve tossed numerous names around but have yet to settle on one. I look over to Eri as she turns her head toward me, a bright smile on her lips. “What do you think about Allan Sagitta Warren?” Just when I think I couldn’t possibly love this woman more, she wants to name our son after my Father and her brother who both passed away.  
 
    My lips make their way to hers, placing a gentle kiss before resting my forehead against hers. “I think that’s a perfect name. You’re perfect.” She tilts her head to the side slightly, looking up to me. “You’re pretty perfect yourself, Ash.” She raises one eyebrow at me, a smirk pulling onto her lips. “Although I am going to kick your ass for fainting on me.” I chuckle as I shift my eyes down to our son. “Don’t worry. I think Ori kicked me a few times while I was out.”  
 
    She makes a hmm noise as she runs her fingers over our sons light colored hair. “Give me a few days and I’ll owe you both an ass kicking.” I roll my eyes, even though I know she’s more than capable of kicking both of our asses at the same time.  
 
    We settle into a comfortable silence, both of us gazing at our sleeping child. “Thank you.” I glance over to her as she whispers quietly, giving her a questioning look. A small smile tugs at the corner of her lip as she looks up to me. “Thank you for coming back to me. And for him.” I smile back at her, thankful for the exact same things. I give her a small shrug. “I had no choice. You claimed me.”  
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