
        
            
                
            
        

    An Eternity of 
Dead Sun
 
An Eternity of Eclipse Novel
Book 2
 
 
 
Con Template



 
Also by Con Template:
 
Welcome to the Underworld, Book 1
The Fall of Gods, Book 2
The War of Gods, Book 3
The End of Gods, Book 4
 
An Eternity of Eclipse, Book 1
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright © 2016 Con Template
All rights reserved.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Cover Illustration Design by: Abie
 
 
 
 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. The Author holds exclusive rights to this work. 
 
No part of this book may be used or reproduced without the written permission of the Author. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Dedicated to: 
 
Dad
 
For always being so strong, for overcoming all the hardships that life has thrown you, and for being my hero.
 
Thank you for being the greatest father I could ever ask for. 
 
This book is for you. 
 


 
 
 
 



 
 
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
 
 
The publication of this book would not be possible without my incredible beta-readers. 
 
A big “Thank You” to: Jocelyn H., Zesha, Liliane W., Deanna Choi, Eena Shermaine Correa, Kristine Morete, Ghetty Hilaire, Vivian, Maria L. Loo, Anita, Shirley L., Anna Chanthakhoun, Jamie Lee, Sandra Bae, Nikita Delfin, and Theresa. 
 
Thank you for being my rocks during the publication of this book and thank you for being such wonderful human beings. Your constant support never fails to chase my exhaustion away and your incredible dedication never fails to make me feel so fortunate to have you in my life. It is an absolute honor to have you look over An Eternity of Dead Sun and have you devote so much of your time into making it the best book it can be. Needless to say, you’re all timeless gems in my book. 
 
A large chunk of my gratitude also goes to my talented graphic artist, Abie. Thank you for always being one of my biggest pillars of support. I thank my lucky stars everyday to have come across such an incredible individual like yourself. Thank you so much for honoring the AEOE series with your talent and for honoring me with your unending kindness. What a gift it is to have you on this journey with me. You’re too amazing.  
 
I would also like to extend my gratitude to my amazing family. Thank you for being with me through thick and thin, for supporting me in everything I choose to do, and for being such awe-inspiring souls. There is no bigger honor than to have you as my family and no bigger joy than to enjoy your company everyday. 
 
Last but never least, no acknowledgements page would ever be complete without a shout-out to all my beautiful readers. Thank you for being with me every step of the way, for supporting my works, and for being so sweet to me. This could never be possible without all your continued love, support, and overall awesomeness. 
 
Here’s to the continuation of another adventure together!



 
 
 
 
CONTENTS
 
 
	    
	   Acknowledgments
	    

	   1
	   The Road to Serenity
	   7

	   2
	   Halo’s Inn
	   20 

	   3
	   Kidnapped
	   29

	   4
	   The Wrath of Eclipse
	   36

	   5
	   A Tree Falls
	   49

	   6
	   The Train to Serenity
	   58

	   7
	   99% Human
	   69

	   8
	   Masked Demon
	   78

	   9
	   The Genesis Tale
	   89

	   10
	   Serenity
	   98

	   11
	   Red Bible
	   107

	   12
	   Cathedral
	   113

	   13
	   Mysterious Ways
	   124

	   14
	   Hibernation
	   138

	   15
	   Luxuria
	   146

	   16
	   Forty-Nine Seconds
	   161

	   17
	   Elixir of Life
	   172

	   18
	   Punishment on Earth
	   182

	   19
	   Broken Pride
	   197

	   20
	   Attack on Heaven
	   208

	   21
	   The Eternity Milestone
	   224

	   22
	   The Cottage
	   239

	   23
	   On the Rocks
	   248

	   24
	   The Curse
	   256

	   25
	   Lucifer’s Rose
	   265

	   26
	   The Sun and the Moon
	   278

	   27
	   Broken Eternity
	   289

	   28
	   Return to Serenity
	   301

	   29
	   Night of the Dead Sun
	   314

	   30
	   Demonic Horsemen
	   321

	   Epilogue
	   Something Deadly is Coming
	   327





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Our love will destroy the world.”

01: The Road to Serenity

 
Serenity was about seven hours out of the city.
Due to the fact that we needed a car to get to my hometown, I decided to let Eclipse in on a secret that I was too ashamed to tell anyone. After we returned from our Ferris wheel ride, I herded my very curious Demon to the parking garage of my apartment complex. I solemnly showed him something that I had never shown anyone.
Under the dim lighting of the parking garage, I pointed out a white Toyota Rav4 that belonged to me and told him that we could use this car on our trip to Serenity. We needed private transportation in order to search for the missing part of my soul, and I figured this car would serve us well.
Needless to say, Eclipse was utterly stupefied to discover that I had a car of my own. He had come into my life, revealed himself to be my Guardian Demon (as well as the Devil’s youngest son—the Demon of Lust), and had hung around me for weeks on end, trying to convince me to give him my soul so he could turn me into a Demon. Given that he had been clinging onto me like white on rice, I understood why he was shocked to abruptly learn that I had a car of my own all this time.
He didn’t waste any time in asking me about my reasons for never taking it out for a drive. In fear of being judged, I kept the true details of why this car was secretly tucked away in a parking garage to myself. I simply told him that I didn’t want to risk giving up my parking spot in the garage, even though the truth was that all the residents were given designated parking spots. Eclipse didn’t know that and I didn’t deem it necessary to tell him. What he didn’t know couldn’t hurt him and it most certainly couldn’t hurt me. 
As the next afternoon arrived, with Eclipse still blissfully unaware of my shameful secret about the Rav4, I waited nervously in front of my school. I wore my favorite white trench coat over a black top and blue jeans. Protected from the drizzling rain by my pink umbrella, I stood on the busy sidewalk while distractedly looking at the cellphone picture of my white Maltese puppy—a small dog that Eclipse had gifted me when I was angry with him—OinkOink. I had snapped the photo this morning before I left for school. 
The night prior, Eclipse told me that it would be best to leave OinkOink at home instead of lugging him with us on our trip to Serenity. I wouldn’t say that I loved the baby Maltese with all my heart, but I cared about the puppy enough to voice my concerns for his safety. There was no way the little ball of fluff could survive the weekend without us, and I shared this concern with Eclipse. 
Eclipse, being such a positive thinker, assured me that OinkOink was a smart puppy and that he’d be able to fend for himself over the weekend. When he saw that my hesitation persisted, he added that he would cast a spell over the puppy for it to be sharp enough to survive without us for the next few days. With that supernatural reassurance in mind, I went along with Eclipse’s negligent plan and promptly left the food, water, and dog mat out to last the puppy for a couple of days. 
It was originally easy to leave OinkOink when I thought he wasn’t privy to the fact that we were leaving him. However, this morning, as though knowing that we were ditching him for the long weekend, he actually began to give us attitude by pretending to not pay attention to us! I initially thought it was my imagination, but when I was trying to take a picture of him for my cellphone—just to look at it whenever I was bored—he wouldn’t even deign to look at or acknowledge me. 
It was only when I was about to leave for school that OinkOink showed some emotion by turning away from me. Instead of bidding me goodbye by nuzzling himself against my ankle as he usually did, he merely whimpered sadly and hopped into my room. Next thing I knew, his little button nose was pushing the door closed. After that, the only sounds I could hear from my room were his soft whimpers of sorrow.
I was stunned by this display of sadness, but Eclipse assured me that he would make the puppy feel better before he left to pick me up from school. So with my disconcertedness set, I left for class. All throughout the day, both during school and while waiting to be picked up by Eclipse, I couldn’t help but wonder if OinkOink was okay.
I’ll be home soon, I assured him in my mind before I heard an engine rev in the distance.
I looked up from my cellphone, feeling the wind whip at my long black hair. My stomach clenched in nervousness when I saw Eclipse appear around the corner. He was in the driver’s seat of the two-door Rav4 and he was driving straight towards me. I closed my umbrella once the car came to a slow stop beside the curb. 
“Ready, Teacup?” he asked when I opened the door, his voice as smooth and enthralling as ever. He was dressed in a black leather jacket and casual blue jeans that made him appear more rugged than usual. Even his newly washed dark hair added to the whole “breathtaking bad boy” look. I hated that I was beginning to admire whatever style he chose to don as he experimented with civilian clothing. He always looks so good.
“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I responded, shaking excess water off my umbrella. 
With my breath frozen in my chest, I hesitantly hopped into the car, tossed all my books into the backseat, and uneasily flicked my focus over to Eclipse. I wondered if he had figured out my shameful secret yet.
“How’d your presentation go?” he asked warmly, turning up the heat once he noticed that the cold had yet to subside from my shivering body.
“Good.” I shook off my coat and tossed it into the backseat as the warm air began to move over my skin. I managed a proud smile even though I was still nervous about him finding out my secret. “I think I got an A.”
His full lips curved into a magnificent smile. Presenting me with a knowing chuckle that felt warmer than the air streaming around us, he gave an incline of the head. “Of course you did, Gracie.”
With my cellphone clutched in my hand and a dim picture of my Maltese fading into a black screen, I casually asked, “How was OinkOink?”
“Pissed off,” Eclipse answered with a broad smile. He showed me the little red teeth marks on his right index finger. “The little pup nearly bit my finger off when I took him out of your room, closed all the doors, and kept him inside the living room so he could have access to his food and water for the weekend.”
“Are you sure the little fur ball will be able to survive the weekend?” I couldn’t help but question, once again wondering if we should double back to the apartment to get him. At times like these, I honestly felt bad for OinkOink. It sucked for him that he was stuck with a sadistic human girl and a Demon as his “caregivers.”
“The hellhounds in Hell are smart enough to take care of themselves,” Eclipse responded, as if hellhounds and that little Maltese had the same genetic predisposition to protect themselves at all costs.
“OinkOink is a human’s puppy,” I deadpanned with a dry stare. “He’s not a killing machine. He’s a domesticated puppy whose biggest adversity in the wild is fighting me off while I’m trying to give him a shower.”
Eclipse laughed at the comparison. “OinkOink is a very smart puppy,” he stated again, his smile growing wider. “Aside from being pissed that we left him alone, he will survive.”
I swallowed tightly before nodding and glancing ahead. Eclipse had taken the car out of its idle mode and was getting ready to drive it. 
Anxiety laced my blood as the car began to move. 
“So,” I prompted, trying to appear normal instead of nervous, “was there any trouble getting the car out?”
“Other than the fact that it’s the scrawniest car I’ve ever seen?” he mocked lightly. “No, Gracie. Everything’s fine.” 
I laughed anxiously. His pleasant mood indicated that he hadn’t figured out the truth about the Rav4 yet. For this, I was grateful and hoped it would remain that way. I wanted to have a peaceful ride to Serenity and did not want to deal with him judging me. 
Regrettably, my prayers were not answered. After driving the car for a sizeable amount of time, Eclipse finally figured out why this car was hidden away in my parking garage and why it was left inactive for so long.
“What the fuck?!” Eclipse complained for the millionth time since we had been on the road. “This car sucks!” 
His face was red, completely frustrated with the contraption that he was unlucky enough to drive for the past few hours in the pouring rain. The windshield wipers were going at full speed in the background as Eclipse hit his hand against the steering wheel. He had gotten so mad that he wasn’t even smoking anymore. 
“I’m flooring it and it won’t even go past 45 miles per hour,” he plowed on heatedly. “At this rate, we’re better off hitching a ride from a retired turtle than trying to get anywhere in this piece of junk.”
“Stop being such a jerk!” I quickly defended my car, even though I knew he had every right to get road rage. When I used to drive this car, nothing but F-words would come out of my typically sweet mouth. I understood his irritation, but I wasn’t going to let him continue either. “You have to be gentle with my Rav4, Eclipse,” I tried to patiently explain. “It’s not that strong when it needs to go uphill.”
“How?” he breathed out in exasperation, turning to me in disbelief. “How is it possible that you have so much money but you wound up with this piece of shit car instead?”
Embarrassed fire ignited my cheeks.
“I wanted to be practical with my purchases,” I muttered quietly, knowing that I was about to be judged harshly by the Demon of Lust.
His stunned eyes critiqued me mercilessly. “You have a million dollars worth of clothes, shoes, handbags, jewelry, and God knows what else in that overpriced apartment of yours, and you decided to be ‘practical’ by choosing to not invest in a better performing vehicle?”
My blush deepened. 
“Shouldn’t girls like you be buying yourself a cute looking convertible Ferrari?” he forged on when I didn’t respond. 
“Is that the chosen car in Hell?” I murmured, resenting that he was busting my ass for splurging on cute clothes instead of a nice car. 
“That and Lamborghinis and a series of other beautiful brands,” he replied as the Rav4 made an awkward groaning sound. It was as if it was jealous of the other car brands Eclipse mentioned. “There are not a lot of things that impress me in this world, but your race gets a few points for the ingenuity of your cars.” Eclipse spared a moment to glare at the dashboard of my car before he went on. “Of course, it is my luck that instead of driving something beautiful and exotic, I’m stuck driving a dilapidated car instead.” 
“This car isn’t that bad,” I said defensively.
“I nearly got honked off the road by an eighty-year-old grandpa driving a station wagon!” he retorted in sheer outrage, mortification stinging his voice. 
He got me there. That incident was pretty embarrassing, especially when the old grandpa saw that Eclipse was a young, good-looking guy and proceeded to scream out things like, “If I was your age and looked that good, I’d rather walk than be seen in that ugly, rinky-dink car! What’s wrong with you? Go strip and buy a new car!” 
It was an understatement to say that the Prince of Hell was beyond pissed to have experienced such a blasphemous moment.
“Different people value different things,” I tried to explain calmly, even though I wanted to skull-bash him for his judgmental attitude. “Everything is within walking distance to where I live. Since I was walking so often, I decided to invest in cute outfits to showcase my journey from point A to point B instead.”
Eclipse muttered something under his breath and shook his head. Laughing with endearment, he said, “You are so shallow, Teacup.”
I snorted and eyed him critically. “And you’re not?”
“I’m a Demon,” he retorted without shame. “It is in my nature to be shallow.”
“I’m a twenty-year-old girl with a part of her soul missing,” I supplied, squaring my shoulders. I kept my voice even as I spoke to him. “I became an orphan at the age of six. Even though I don’t remember doing it, I grew up with everyone telling me that I killed my entire family right before my sixth birthday. I have been alone most of my life in a psychiatric hospital. I have disturbing sadistic tendencies and I have no family and no real friends. With all that said, it is also in my nature to gravitate towards superficial things that give me instant gratification and make me feel good about myself. As silly as it sounds, overly expensive fashion accessories are my only family. They are my only rocks in this world and the only ones who will always be there to cheer me up.”
“Now that you’ve brought it up, I actually have to ask,” he started, his tone becoming serious as we continued to drive over the desolate road, “even though you can’t remember what happened the night your family was killed, can you remember anything else from your past? For example, what was your family like? What was your life like?”
The question hit an uneasy nerve. I abruptly found unwavering interest in watching droplets of rain streak across the window. I always hated talking about my past, and this was no exception. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Though I couldn’t see his face, I could sense a frown cloak over his features. He wasn’t happy that I dismissed another one of his questions. 
“I have to tell you, Gracie,” he announced, resentment coloring his voice. “I’m feeling slightly taken advantage of.”
I furrowed my brows and faced him with a curious expression. I uncomfortably fidgeted with my fingers while I spoke. “What do you mean?”
His eyes locked with mine. “No matter how secretive I may be, you and I both know that between the two of us, I’m the one who has been doing the confiding. Whenever I ask you something personal, you always refuse to answer. Up until now, I’ve let it go because I didn’t want to push it; I wanted you to naturally feel comfortable around me. But right now, I’m getting the short end of every stick. Since I can’t barter for a kiss in lieu of getting information from you, I suggest you stop holding back so much and give me some insight into your life—just like I’ve given you insight into mine.”
“I’m not used to talking about myself,” I told him honestly, biting my lower lip. 
I understood his point. Whereas he had been doing his part in the information-sharing department—sharing with me about his failed attempt to overthrow his father’s monarchy and his current state as a punished Dimmed Demon—I hadn’t been as forthcoming when it came to disclosing information about myself. I may have not liked that he brought this up, but he had a valid argument nonetheless. It was an argument I couldn’t charm my way out of. 
I expelled a long sigh. “I’m used to knowing more about someone else than they do about me. I feel safer this way.”
“Everything is a two-way street,” Eclipse said in a business-like tone. “You said that you resent me for being secretive. As a remedy for this, I gave you insight into my life. Much like you, it isn’t in my nature to trust or open up to anyone. Since I’ve made you my exception, I would appreciate the same concession. Friends confide in one another.” A smile graced his handsome face. “We are friends, right, Teacup?”
My heart raced while my eyes widened exponentially. I had been secretly labeling Eclipse as a friend for a while now. I never thought he would call me his friend too. 
I blinked at him in absolute shock. “You really see me as your friend?”
His expression took on a more playful and mischievous quality. “Well, not exclusively a friend because if I had it my way, we’d have a much more intimate and”—he paused before giving me a sultry look that would have a nun renouncing her ways— “extravagant relationship, but since we’re trying to keep you alive, the answer is yes. The general definition of a friendship is the ability to confide in someone and knowing that they will not judge you and ultimately accept you for who you are . . . flaws and all.”
“But you don’t accept me as a human being,” I reminded him almost breathlessly, my heart palpitating at the thought of officially finding my first real friend in the world. Eclipse was not the most ideal friend (since he was only here to acquire my soul and turn me into a Demon and all), but he was the closest thing to a friend that I had. I was surprised to find that I really valued him as my friend.  
“And you don’t accept me as a Demon,” he productively reminded. A smirk edged his lips. “I’m not saying that we have the ideal friendship, but for a Demon and a sadistic human, I’d say we’re making a world of a progress.” He smiled, looking me right in the eyes. “You’re my very first friend in the world, Teacup.”
It sounded juvenile; our conversation sounded absolutely juvenile. Everything sounded silly, yet the impact it made on me was indescribable. I truly felt honored. A friend. I was a Demon’s first real friend. What a feat when I wasn’t even trying to be his friend nor trying to make him my friend. I was in awe. At that very second, if he asked me to tell him all my secrets to prove that I valued him as a friend, I would’ve done so without a second thought. 
“What do you say, Gracie?” he prompted with crafty charm. It was clear that he knew his argument had worked. “Do you want to answer my question or should we stop being friends?”
“I can’t remember much about my past,” I shared slowly, staring at the rainy road ahead. I felt vulnerable opening up, but I suppose that was how you were supposed to feel when confiding in a friend. I felt vulnerable, but also completely safe. 
“Everything about that night in the interrogation room, I can remember clearly. But everything before that moment, I cannot recall at all. It all feels like a blur. I do not know if they are my memories or my imagination.” My jaw tightened while I traced the water streaks on my side of the window. The rain was violently pouring over the car, completely drenching the road. “It’s really difficult to explain. I can remember bits and pieces of memories, but those feel like a dream. It feels like I never truly lived that life. I just can’t remember how I felt during those moments and I can’t put those sequences of blurs together. It feels like whatever it was that stole a piece of my soul . . . stole my childhood along with it.”
“You’re saying you feel absolutely nothing when you think about your family?” 
“Nothing,” I confirmed emotionlessly. Once my own words rolled over me, I smiled self-deprecatingly. “How sick is that? How sick is it that I can’t form any emotions for them when I was the one who killed them? How is it possible that I can show the slightest emotions for the strangers at Sanctuary and a puppy that you gave me, but I can’t show any attachment towards my own family members?” I ran my fingers through my hair with an exasperated sigh. “I really am a Source of Evil. No human with their entire soul intact could be this heartless.”
“You can’t help how you feel,” voiced Eclipse. He eyed me briefly before following the path of the road and going up a small slope. “Sometimes no matter how much we wish for it, we cannot stray from what is in our nature. If you aren’t inclined to care about your family, then that’s the card that you have been dealt. There’s no point in being saddened by things you cannot control.”
I remained silent for the longest time, simply listening to rain pelting over the car. I allowed myself to soak in his words, and even though I didn’t tell him, I felt better from opening up. It was nice to be able to confide in someone, share your problems, and not have them get on their moral high horse and judge you. 
After a few seconds of reconciling with the fucked up relationship—or lack thereof—I had with my dead family, I continued the conversation. I became curious about Eclipse’s relationship with his family. 
“Are you close to your brothers?” I inquired, casting the spotlight onto him.
He laughed, finding humor in my question. “We don’t necessarily have family dinners.”
“What was the order of the births again?”
“Pride, Wrath, Envy, Greed, Gluttony, Sloth, and myself.”
I reflected upon Eclipse’s relationship with his older brother, Sloth. We had turned to him for help when we realized that someone had stolen a part of my soul. He scared the shit out of me when I met him, but he was still cordial enough to help his brother. Although they represented different sins and had different physical appearances—Sloth resembled a geeky college student while Eclipse resembled a gorgeously flawless Greek God—the one common denominator they shared was that they had overbearing personalities. I had the sinking feeling that similar to Eclipse and Sloth, the rest of the Devil’s sons were just as arrogant and insufferable. 
“Must’ve been a pain growing up with six older brothers,” I commented, envisioning what an explosive household that would be.
Eclipse laughed again. In the background, the Rav4 growled in desperation, its engine fighting to take us uphill without collapsing in exhaustion. For the first time today, he was truly amused by my words. “Oh, you have no idea.” 
“Are you only close to Sloth?” I continued to ask, truly wanting to understand his relationship with his family.
Eclipse shook his head. He didn’t appear to want to talk about his family, but for me, he did so anyway. “I’m civil with Sloth and I’m relatively civil with my other older brother, Gluttony.” He grinned at the reminder of his other brothers. “I’m not on particularly good terms with Wrath, Envy, and Greed. Out of all my brothers, the one I’m closest to is my eldest brother—Pride.”
I stared at him quizzically. The respect in his voice was unmistakable. I had never heard it before, not even when he spoke about his own father. 
“If you’re so close to him, why did you try to overthrow him as well?” I blurted without filter. 
I regretted my impulsive delivery, but fortunately, Eclipse didn’t seem to mind my question. 
“My eldest brother has been very . . . busy . . . which is why he asked Lyna to help watch over me. My brother’s distraction with his extracurricular activities has rendered him neglectful in matters pertaining to our monarchy.” A muscle leapt in his sculpted jaw, indicating what a touchy subject this was for him. “In my mind, when I attempted to overthrow the monarchy, I believed he would understand the political motivation behind that. I believed he would understand that I was trying to do what’s right for my Kingdom, and of course, what’s right for me.”
“What was his reaction?”
“Don’t know,” he provided with a halfhearted shrug. The disappointment in his voice was irrefutable. “Like I said, he’s busy taking care of his own stuff. He does not busy himself with the monarchy’s business.” 
I gave him a stupefied look. “What could be more important than his Kingdoms?”
Eclipse favored me with a concurring smile. He heavily appreciated my outlook on how one should view their monarchy. 
“That was what I said too, but as you may have discerned from meeting Sloth, not all of my brothers are fueled by the responsibility to better their Kingdoms.” Disappointment shrouded his face. “Sloth, Gluttony, and Pride are the three brothers who have a very flexible attitude towards their throne. In their minds, they are either satisfied with their position in life, are too lazy to want more, or see no value in becoming the sole monarch in a powerful Kingdom such as Hell.” 
He sighed. “They are very unlike myself and my three other brothers—all of whom have the same power-hungry mentality as me. The only difference between us is that they are more obedient towards the will of my father. For them, if my father intended his monarchy to be ruled over by his seven sons, then this command will be upheld without exception.” 
He laughed dryly, bitterness encasing every inch of his voice upon the reminder of his hibernating father. 
“My father, even if he hasn’t been around for millenniums now, still wields insurmountable power over us. Everyone knows that a divided monarchy is weak, provisional at best. Only a sole monarch has absolute power. My father knew this before he went into hibernation, hence the reason why he created seven of us as opposed to one of us. We are merely tools used to keep his throne warm before he comes back and reclaims his monarchy.” The resentment mounted in his voice. “The truth is: we’re nothing but pieces on a chess board for him—pawns used to keep his Kingdom as sustainable and as peaceful as possible before he makes his return.” A scoff escaped him before he added, “That is, if he ever makes his return.”   
“You’ve never met him, right?” I asked quietly, getting chills from simply talking about his father. 
Eclipse shook his head. “No.”
“And no one has heard anything from him since your birth?”
“Nothing.”
“How do you guys know that he’s still alive then?”
“We don’t,” he replied as a strong wind rattled against the car. “My father has become something of a higher power in our world—one where his own race is no longer sure of his existence. Yet they have faith in him like humans have faith in the God above. Faith that he will be their savior and return to them when the time is right.” His voice took on a darker tone. “Like the God in your world, in mine, my father’s existence—or lack of existence—is the reason for wars and segregation in our world. Some believe that he will return, some believe he is long dead, and others believe that he simply no longer cares. Whatever the case, these different beliefs are the source of the fractures in the world he created and the reason why his sons are at war with one another.”
I angled to face him, intrigued by everything he shared. “What do you believe?”
Several heartbeats of silence passed between us, giving Eclipse time to recollect his thoughts. 
“I believe that he is gone. If he isn’t, then he should burn in the pits of Hell for leaving his new world in such disarray.”
I gazed at him in amazement. It continued to astound me that Eclipse was so unlike his brothers and that he was so resentful towards his father. “You have absolutely no loyalty towards your father?”
“The only allegiance I have is to myself,” he said without hesitation or shame. “Since he is the main factor that’s keeping me from having the throne to myself, then yes, I would say that I have no loyalty towards him.” He chuckled, groaning miserably to himself. “This is why I’m such a hated Prince in my world. The war I brought forth is inadvertently seen as a war against everything that embodies my father. In a world like Hell, such disloyalty towards Lucifer is viewed as an abomination. It’s simply unacceptable and unforgivable.” 
“What if he comes out of hibernation?” I asked to play Devil’s advocate. “You’re not afraid of him punishing you for trying to overthrow his monarchy? Basically trying to overthrow him?”
Humor sheathed Eclipse’s features. He showcased absolutely no fear in his voice. “No. Very little fazes me and the possible return of my father doesn’t scare me either. I couldn’t care less.”
“You yearn for the throne that much?” I couldn’t help but ask. 
“I may have been raised a Prince, but I was born to be a King,” he replied simply, honestly. “It is not in my nature to be ruled over by anyone, and my father isn’t an exception.” Another stretch of silence swept over us before he laughed, finding irony in everything he said. He turned to me with an entertained smile. “Like father like son, right, Gracie?” 
“It would make sense that since your father tried to overthrow God from his throne, in the future, his youngest son would endeavor to do the same to him.” An entertained laugh flowed from me. “Such interesting family dynamics you have.”
“I guess that’s a common trait we share, Teacup,” he replied with much amusement. “As I have said before, beings like us are not created to care about someone more than ourselves. We are flawed, self-serving, and solitary creatures in every sense of the word. We were born alone, we’re meant to lead life alone, and when it all comes full circle, we’re meant to die alone.” Another bout of laughter poured from him. “Which is why I said that it is a world of a progress that we consider each other friends. Given our propensity to be anything but a friend to someone, the concession we give each other is a monumental one.”
I concealed a smile, warmed by his words. 
“You’re probably the most dangerous friend I could have,” I whispered unthinkingly.
Although a bitter smile touched his lips, nothing but warmth teemed in his eyes. “I already consider you to be the most dangerous friend I’ll ever have.”  
I curiously tilted my head at him. “What’s so dangerous about me?”
He smirked, looking away as if I had demonstrated his point. “Exactly.”
I smiled quizzically at him and the peculiarity that was our relationship. It was ironic that a Demon could make me feel more human emotions than I had ever felt in my twenty years of existence.
Creak.
I was ready to interrogate him for a more specific answer as to why he considered me to be such a “dangerous friend” when my dilapidated Rav4 came to an unexpected stop. The engine silenced as the car slumped pitifully on the road. 
Uh oh. 
“You have got to be kidding me,” Eclipse angrily groaned once my car ruined the companionable moment we shared. In a fit of indignation, he attempted to turn on the engine again. The car elicited a dismal sputter before it died completely. 
Horrified, we opened our doors, ran out in the rain with our umbrellas, and propped the car’s hood up. We stood dumbly together, gaping at all the steam that was rising from the engine of my car. 
In that stupefied silence, Eclipse faced me. A frown troubled his handsome face as his black umbrella sheltered him against the pelting rain. 
“This is all your fault, Teacup. I knew this piece of shit car was going to screw us over.”
I bit my lower lip in embarrassment, holding on tightly to my umbrella to keep it from flying away in the wind. I stared at the engine that still had smoke rising from it and then returned my gaze to him. “Can you fix it?”
He shot me a disbelieving look. “Do I look like Houdini to you, Gracie?”
I wrinkled my nose and tried to peer-pressure him into fixing my car. “Aren’t you an all-powerful Prince? Can’t you use your powers?” 
My efforts earned another frown of disapproval from Eclipse. 
“It’s better for us if I avoid using my powers on this trip,” he explained over the gushing wind that was whipping our clothes about. “My powers are already running low as it is. Not to mention, using one’s power has a tendency of leaving traces behind, even when they’re long gone. I don’t want to attract attention to us.” He assessed the dead road we were on. There was no civilization around us, only the rural countryside. “We don’t know what’s around us and we can’t be too careful.”
I blew out a tired breath, crestfallen that we couldn’t utilize his powers. What good was it to be a Demon if you couldn’t use your powers when you needed them?
“You’re saying you have absolutely no suggestion as to how we can fix this problem?”
“I actually do have an idea.”
My eyes ignited in premature happiness. 
“Let’s put the car in neutral . . .”
“Uh huh,” I responded agreeably, my eyes wide and willing to help do anything to fix my car.
“Push it down the road . . .”
“Mm-hmm . . .”
“Shove it off the cliff and watch it crash and burn.”
My elatedness morphed into a scowl because I knew he was dead serious. 
“I saw a sign for an inn a couple of miles back,” I supplied, now eager to get him away from my car as quickly as possible. The car sucked, but it was still my car. Since I had no more money left, I would very much like to salvage it if I could. This desire meant that I would have to get the hotheaded Demon away from my car. Knowing Eclipse, he would push my Rav4 off a cliff and watch it burn. “We can walk and try to find help there.”
“Let this be a life lesson for you, Gracie,” he told me moments later as he grabbed our backpacks. “This is what you get for choosing pretty shoes over a Ferrari.” He glowered before we began to pathetically trek down the road in the pouring rain like bums. “It’s like choosing your soul over my existence. It’s offensive, and in the end, all that you’ll be left with is a broken down car that will take you nowhere in life.”
I gave him a blank stare, excess rain blinking off my eyelashes. “Did you really just use that piece of crap analogy to try and convince me to give my soul to you?”
He grinned bashfully as he slung our two backpacks over one shoulder and wrapped a free arm around me.
“That was pretty stupid, wasn’t it?” he murmured sensually, playfully nipping his nose with mine and nearly causing me to go gaga for him. No matter how pissed he was at our situation, Eclipse would never fail to put the moves on me and leave me yearning for him. 
“You’ll still be my friend even though I want your soul, right, Teacup?” he asked innocently, his sultry eyes staring deeply into mine.
Though entranced, I gave him a taste of his own medicine by innocently batting my lashes and asking, “You’ll still be my friend even if I won’t give my soul to you, right, Ashtray?”
Eclipse chuckled, gazing at the broken down Rav4 while clearly thinking about his pitiful new station in life. 
“Damn,” he whistled, walking beside me in the stormy road. “Being your friend sucks.”
I sniffled, trying to hold back my emerging nosebleed and trying to resist his charms. How would I survive this friendship when all I wanted to do was get down and dirty with my friend? 
Wiping my nosebleed away, I sulkily said, “Being yours sucks too.” 
And on that lovely note, we continued to dejectedly slosh through the rain in search of the inn. 
Unfortunately for both of us, being put out of our misery was the last thing that would happen once we reached this inn. 



 
 
 
 
 
“Let calamity ravage over it then.”

02: Halo’s Inn

 
After walking down the road for what felt like an eternity in the pelting rain, we eventually found what we were looking for. 
We read the wooden sign that hung from the awning of the building: Halo’s Inn. 
The two-story inn was planted in the middle of an open green field, encased by a forest of trees. Decorative ivies and icicle lights hung from the inn’s yellow awning while its wooden sign creaked back and forth, as if summoning us forward. Halo’s Inn couldn’t have looked more inviting and warm. And at that freezing moment, warmth was all that mattered to us.
Eclipse and I sloshed through the puddle of mud with chattering teeth and proceeded towards the ocean of orange lights beaming from the entrance. The iciness of the evening vacated as soon as we stepped across the threshold of the inn. We moved into the warm foyer where there was a small check-in area. There was a group of three couples at the front counter, all soaked from the rain and all obviously seeking refuge from the storm. 
As we waited in line to check in, my eyes traveled over the large room. There were comfy looking brown sofas in the foyer, a fireplace sizzling away, and scenic paintings adorning the crème colored walls. My gaze moved further behind the wooden counter. I smiled faintly when I spotted an elderly couple up front, doing the check-in. Well, actually, there was a nice, bald elderly man up front, doing the checking in while his wife, who had long gray hair and a very grumpy face, was watching some soap opera drama off to the side.
“Nice place,” I warmly commented to Eclipse before we approached the front desk.
The couples ahead of us grabbed their keys and were instantly whisked away by three bellboys who were already carrying their luggage.
“Hi,” I politely greeted once it was our turn. I beamed at the elderly man. He was gazing at me through his squared spectacles. He was wearing a gray vest and black pants, and he couldn’t have looked smaller or more approachable. “Our car broke down on the road. We were wondering if there’s a mechanic around the area who could take a look at it.”
“Oh, you poor dears,” the elderly man squeaked, motioning towards the group who were headed towards their rooms. The echoes of their squeaky shoes could be heard as they bounded up the stairs. “Their cars broke down on the road too. There’s no car shop around here for miles. Our youngest son is a mechanic, but he’s not back for another couple of hours. I could have our eldest son bring your car in, if you’d like. It might take a little while because there are three cars ahead of you.” He offered an apologetic smile. “It’s just our son working on them.”
Eclipse sighed, his face taut with regal displeasure. He didn’t like the answer he received and much like a King, he had no qualms about showcasing it. “There are no other mechanics in this town?”
“Eclipse,” I called when I saw the old man react as a servant would to his King: he began to freeze in terror. My eyes swiveled from him to the old man. Silently, I mouthed, “You’re scaring him.”

“I apologize,” Eclipse said politely to the nice old man, who was blinking in fear. “We’re in a hurry to meet her parents. It’s my first time meeting them and I do not want to make a bad impression by being late. I’m sure you understand.”
“Of course, of course!” the man squeaked again, finding bravery within himself after Eclipse’s apology. “I’ll call him right away and tell him to hurry. I’ll also see if I can arrange for your car to be fixed first since it’s just the two of you and the other couples are traveling together anyway.”
Boom!
The deafening roar of thunder seized Eclipse’s attention. He turned, his watchful eyes accessing the stormy skies through the foyer window. I turned as well and noted that the storm outside had become more menacing. The rain had certainly picked up. 
A light changed in Eclipse’s eyes. He seemed to have reconsidered his previous stance about being in a rush. 
“What do you think?” he asked, redirecting his attention to me. “Should we stay here for the night?”
“The storm doesn’t seem to be letting up,” I observed, secretly pleased that the typically hardheaded and arrogant Demon was genuinely asking for my opinion. I gauged the weather outside again. Despite how quaint the inn appeared, I honestly didn’t want to sleep here. There was something about it that perturbed me. Regardless, if it were between seeking refuge at the inn and braving the storm, I’d choose the inn any day. “I think we should stay the night. It’s safer.”
Eclipse nodded his concurrence. So against our own hesitancy—and because Eclipse and I were too chicken to brave the storm—we decided to stay for a night and wait for our car to be fixed. What other choice did we have?
“No, please tell your son to drive safely,” Eclipse said to the old man with a kind smile. “We shouldn’t be driving in this weather anyway. We’ll stay here tonight. Hopefully the car will be fixed by tomorrow morning.”
“We’ll make sure of it!” the man beamed, relieved that he was able to get some business out of us. I couldn’t imagine this inn receiving a lot of business during the year. It must be exciting for him to get some customers for the night.
While Eclipse spoke to the man about our room and told him where we had left our car, my eyes feathered over to the old lady. She was sitting so quietly behind the counter that I almost forgot she existed. My eyes traveled past her gray dress and cardigan and landed on the TV screen she was watching. I hid another smile when I noticed that she was watching Tears of the Rainbow—a popular drama that made everyone in the country (except me) cry when the main guy died from cancer and the main girl was left with amnesia, blinded, and all alone. 
I laughed, finding hilarity in the fact that she was watching a passionate kissing scene shared between the two leads. Her wrinkly old face may have been taut with bitterness, but her eyes were proud. 
“That’s a really good drama, isn’t it?” I asked, trying to make conversation with her while her husband and Eclipse were talking business.
Her blank, cat-like eyes evaluated me briefly. Finding no interest in me, she returned her focus to the television screen.
“Oh yeah, I really like that scene,” I went on babbling, “but I think it would’ve been better if the main actress showed more emotions. She’s kind of emotionless in that scene, don’t you think?”
“What do you know?!” 
The glare and scream that came at me nearly had me keeling over from shock. In a huff of anger, the old woman turned off the TV, whispered a curse under her breath, and stomped off, causing her husband and Eclipse to turn to me quizzically. 
With my face reddening like a tomato, I smiled tensely at them. I was utterly shocked by what had taken place. Was it something I said? I didn’t even say anything to personally offend her. I was simply dissing the actress’s acting abilities. Was she mad because Coco Cho was her favorite actress? I shook my head internally, completely at a loss. What was that old woman’s problem?
“I guess not everyone is in the palm of that pretty hand of yours, Gracie,” Eclipse mocked lightly. I could hear the smile in his voice. Of course he’d be entertained by my humiliation. 
“Sorry about that,” said the nice old man. He grinned sheepishly, never losing his cheery mood, even though that bitter wife of his was probably cursing my existence somewhere in the back of the inn. “We had an arranged marriage. She’s been miserable with me ever since.”
Whoa, too much information, I thought awkwardly. 
Eclipse and I feigned an understanding smile as the cheery old man went on, oblivious as to how uncomfortable we were. 
“Please wait a moment while I get our son to help you.” He gestured at the young man who appeared around the corner wearing a white shirt and jeans. With black hair coiffed to perfection, he turned to us once he heard his father’s call. “San! Could you help show this nice couple to their room?”
“Yes, of course,” answered the son, walking over to us right away. He stepped forward, already going for the backpacks we had placed on the carpet. “Here, let me help you with that.” San grabbed the key to our room and then motioned his head towards the stairs. “If you’ll follow me up the stairs, I’ll show you directly to your room.” 
“Thank you,” I uttered while Eclipse nodded cordially at him. 
“You’re welcome,” San said with a warm smile as he ascended the stairs. “I do apologize for the wait,” he continued politely, making a right turn onto the landing. He herded us further down the dimly lit hall. “I couldn’t help but overhear about your car troubles. In this storm, nearly every piece of machinery betrays you. We rarely get visitors, so needless to say, my parents are very excited.”
“Well, we’re lucky to be able to stay at a nice place like this and not some run-down motel,” I replied pleasantly, coming to a stop once we reached our room. 
“We can take it from here,” Eclipse graciously dismissed, taking the backpacks from him and handing him a tip. “Thank you for all your help.”
San flashed us a big smile. “No problem. Have a good evening. We’ll be sure to get your car fixed by morning.”  
And with a cordial bow, he left as Eclipse and I unlocked the door to our room.
The room we walked into was very picturesque and homey. There was a large bed in the center of the spacious room, a white vanity shelf, an office desk, and a big screen TV that faced the white bed. For an inn in the middle of nowhere, I was very impressed.
We wearily set our bags down on the bed and went to stand in front of the window. We had a view of the green grass and the forest of trees that circled the establishment. Streaks of water swam across the window as the trees danced from the powerful wind. Apart from the muffled and happy chattering of our neighbors in the next room, I would go as far as saying that the room was peaceful. Nonetheless, it would be a fib on my part if I were to say that the inn didn’t make me feel more and more uncomfortable by the second. 
“This inn looks like the ones from those scary movies you forced me to watch with the kids at Sanctuary,” Eclipse commented casually, saying exactly what was on my mind.
“It is creepy, isn’t it?” I pounced, relieved that he felt the same way.
He nodded seriously. His grave brown eyes would’ve been effective in scaring me if he hadn’t inappropriately added, “I should shower with you in case anything shady happens in here.”
I snorted, glowering at him with hardened eyes. I couldn’t believe him. How could he continue to hit on me when we were here on official business?
“I don’t think so, Ashtray,” I rejected firmly, crossing my arms over my chest in defensiveness.
“Why not?” he asked, innocently staring at me as I moved towards the bed to take out my books to study. 
“Nothing is as dangerous as you naked and showering with me,” I wanted to tell him. Instead, I simply said, “How about you just shower first?”
Eclipse bounced his head with a laugh. With a tender smile, he swept past me. Just when I thought he was about to walk into the shower, he stopped and brought his lips to my ears. 
“I suppose the one good thing about being stuck in the middle of nowhere is being able to spend some romantic and quality time with you. Try to finish studying so we can have some extra fun tonight, Teacup.”
I gasped, staring at him wide-eyed. His sexual innuendo—or in this case promise—did not elude me. The sexy Demon gave me a charismatic wink, and I didn’t know whether or not he was joking. 
Without giving me time to respond, he grabbed a white towel and went into the bathroom. 
“I’ll leave the door halfway open,” he announced carelessly, taking off his shirt and revealing his naked upper body. “You know . . . in case you need me.” 
I nearly flat-lined when my unyielding attention went to the hard muscle ridges that made up his incredible abdomen. My gaze fixed on that and the tapered V muscle that peeked slightly above the hem of his pants before disappearing beneath the denim fabric. The sinful sight made my mind wonder how glorious the rest of him would look. It took everything inside me to whip my eyes away from the live porn show in front of me. Honestly, how could a single creature be this mind-bogglingly sexy? 
I gulped stupidly, feeling hot all over. “Okay,” was all I managed to say.
He nodded back with a lazy and breathtaking smile. 
Then, I nearly squeaked out loud when I saw his hands reach for his pants. Luckily—or unluckily—he moved out of my vantage point as he took them off, effectively jarring me out of my perverted state.  
“Get it together, you perv,” I scolded myself. 
I sat on the bed and began to busy myself with studying. While Eclipse indulged in his warm bath, I tried to focus on studying as I munched on my chips. Sadly, I found myself unable to concentrate. My mind was too congested from the storm, our screwed up car, and my own sexual frustration. Stressed out, I kept eating and eating. I only stopped when I realized that I had emptied our two water bottles. The only water bottle left was the one in my backpack. Considering what I needed it for, I definitely couldn’t drink that. 
Extremely parched, I hesitantly advanced towards the bathroom to tell Eclipse that I was going to quickly run outside to get some soda. I stepped in past the steam and looked over to the bathtub. I made sure to keep my gaze solidified on his face and not his naked body.
“Eclipse?” I called through the fog of steam. 
I received no response. 
I walked closer, wondering why he was so quiet. I nearly had a heart attack when I saw him lying there, his arms hanging listlessly over the bathtub—like a dead person.
“Oh my God!”
Panic struck me like a lightning bolt.
I rushed to him, ready to slap him back to consciousness when I heard him murmur something unintelligible before readjusting himself over the tub. My pounding heart slowed when I registered that he was only sleeping. He’s fine, I thought in relief.
Thankful that he wasn’t dead—and now amused with what he was doing—I smiled at the image of my Guardian Demon napping in the bathtub. He resembled an Angel sleeping there soundly, his powerfully built body much too big for the puny bathtub.
How far you’ve fallen from grace, I thought with endearment. 
I had no idea what life was like as a Prince of Hell, but I was sure stealing naps in bathtubs wasn’t a pastime he indulged in too often. It would be cruel to wake him up.
After deciding that it was best to let him continue with his nap, I quietly tiptoed out of the bathroom and back into the bedroom. I threw a red bathrobe over my black pajamas and stepped out into the hall to look for the vending machine.  
I walked past a communal living room where two of the three couples I saw earlier were hanging out on the couches in front of the fireplace, laughing and joking with one another. There was a preppy-looking couple wearing glasses and a rebellious-looking couple with tattoos all over their arms. Their hair was wet and they were dressed in their pajamas as well. I deduced that they must’ve been friends from the same college, taking a road trip somewhere to celebrate their break from school.  
“Hi,” I softly greeted them as I stepped into the room and advanced towards the connecting room. 
Unlike the living room that was bright and homey, the second room was dimmer and colder. I followed a soft, mechanical humming and eventually found two vending machines standing together in the corner: a snack machine and a drink machine. It was eerily quiet in the room and I was doing my best to quickly make my purchase. I was eagerly waiting for the soda I selected to drop down when—
Click.
The soda can got stuck in the circular metal ring within the machine.
“Are you kidding me?” I muttered, slamming my hand against the glass panel to jolt it down. My efforts were futile; the soda can remained stuck in its position, taunting my patience. 
“You need to apply more force to this piece of junk,” came a male voice behind me. A fist then pounded against the vending machine, shaking the can loose from its imprisonment. A clamoring sound elicited as the can hit the bottom of the vending machine, popping out from the slot below me.  
I looked up at my unlikely savior. 
The first thing I noticed about him was his height. He was extremely tall, just an inch or so below Eclipse. He was sporting a dark gray hoodie and jeans. His spiky hair, which defied gravity with its one-inch spikes, was stylishly gelled and pointed in various directions. He had a pale, baby-like face and a big goofy smile that made him look like a giant kid. The only disturbance to his innocent persona was the piercing he had on the tip of his left eyebrow. Regardless of the alternative piercing, the innocence he radiated was unbeatable by any other. 
He reached beneath the flap of the vending machine and grabbed the soda. 
“Here you go, miss,” he said cheerily, handing me the soda can with an even goofier smile that showed off his pearly whites.
“Thank you,” I said, unable to help but flash my own pearly whites. 
“No problem,” he voiced, maintaining his upbeat personality. “Is there anything else I can help you with today?”
I curiously bunched my brows. I looked around and then looked back at him. “Do you work here?”
He bounced his head in confirmation. His smile broadened, and I instantly saw the resemblance between him and another cheery character I met earlier in the day. “Yes, my parents are the owners.”
“Oh, you’re the mechanic!” I cried with too much excitement.
He chuckled, concurrently amused and taken aback by my excitement. “Guilty.” He cocked his head. “I take it from your excitement that your car is one of the ones waiting to be fixed?”
I nodded happily, clutching onto my soda. “You must be very popular tonight. From what I heard, there are quite a few cars that need your attention.”
He laughed again, exhaustion already suffusing his voice. “It can get slow here so I’m grateful for the business during storms like this. Of course, it sucks for you guys.” I gave him a “what-can-you-do?” shrug, and he added, “I’ll do my best to fix it all up before morning comes.”
I was about to nod and thank him when I heard footsteps approaching us.
“Phix,” said a young woman’s voice from behind us. From the entrance came a girl in her early twenties. She was wearing a leather jacket, black jeans, and heavy black eyeliner that made her look scarier than she should’ve looked. Her long, shiny brown hair barely moved as she approached us. Her indifferent eyes studied me for a moment before she looked at Phix. “San needs you.” 
“Your name is Phix?” I asked, finding too much humor in the coincidence of his name. I momentarily disregarded how unfriendly her aura was and turned back to the cheery guy. “Like ‘fix’?” His friendly grin confirmed my assumption, and I laughed again. “It’s ironic that you’re a mechanic and your name is ‘Phix.’ I guess you were born to fix things, weren’t you?”
Cheesy, I know, but I was trying to be friendly and likeable. 
He gave a halfhearted shrug, stealing a glance at the girl. Unlike Phix, she found no amusement in our conversation. He was still friendly, but I could tell that Phix was starting to feel uncomfortable. “You could say that.”
The girl wheeled her full attention onto me. The glare she cast in my direction nearly knocked me on the ground. I could only surmise that she must have been his girlfriend and that she was thinking that I was hitting on him. I wanted to tell her: “You don’t have to worry! I have the sexiest creature in the world naked and waiting for me in my room. I have no interest in your boyfriend!” but found it too preposterous to say because it wasn’t like I could do anything with Eclipse.
Plus, I knew a “get-the-hell-away-from-my-boyfriend” glare when I saw one. I didn’t want to awkwardly stand there any longer than I had to. If a couple had trust issues, then it was their issue. I didn’t need to be in the middle of it. I already had enough issues of my own—one of them trying to resist a hot and seductive Demon.
“Well, it was nice meeting you.” I raised my soda up to Phix and inclined my head. “Thank you again for helping me and thank you in advance for fixing our car.”
“Have a good night, miss.”
“You too.” 
Smiling meekly, I turned away. 
As I rushed out of the room to avoid the glare from the girl, I heard her whisper, “What are you doing? San says we have to get working. Stop wasting time and let’s get this over with . . .”
I journeyed back into the main hall as their voices faded into the background. The living room was empty and I deduced that the other couples must’ve gone back to their rooms. Perturbed by the sudden eerie vibe of the upstairs quarter, I hurried down the hall, unlocked the door, and dashed back inside, breathing a sigh of relief now that I was back in the safety of my room. 
Upon walking back in with my soda, I took a moment to poke my head into the bathroom to see that Eclipse was still sleeping soundly in the bathtub. I tried not to judge him for napping for so long. I doubted he was used to driving piece of shit cars and walking for miles in the rain. Not to mention, in terms of our sleeping arrangement, no matter how much he desired me, he never once got into bed with me. Eclipse would tease and flirt unabashedly, but he was surprisingly chivalrous when it came to keeping me alive. I knew that he hated sleeping on the small sofa in my room; he tossed and turned every night because it was incredibly uncomfortable, so it was a refreshing sight to see him sleeping so soundly. I decided to leave him there for a couple more minutes. From the looks of it, I doubted he’d drown. 
I sat back down on the bed, drank a bit of my soda, and tried to study, but still found it to be useless. I couldn’t concentrate. All that assaulted my mind was the fact that I was in another city, staying in some weird inn while on the way to my hometown—on my way back to the house where I murdered my family. And in the midst of all of this, I was supposed to hope and pray that I’d somehow find the missing part of my soul so that I could be human again. It was an understatement to say that I had lost my appetite for studying after I ran through my entire to-do list. There was so much pressure riding on this trip alone—and so many dreaded things that I had to do here—that I couldn’t stop the migraine that had started to plague me. 
“Augh . . .”
With an exhausted groan, I turned on the TV to take my mind off everything. Almost as soon as I rested my head on the pillow, I could hear the muffled moans coming from the couple next door. My skin crawled. I felt like I was in some bad porn movie. I turned up the volume of my TV show to drown out the extra sounds. While I was falling asleep, the screams coming from the TV were so loud that I could’ve sworn the screams were occurring right next door. However, because I was so tired, I kept my eyes closed and rested . . .
It wasn’t until I sensed someone standing above me and staring down at me that I woke up. I opened my eyes, expecting to see Eclipse’s face. I nearly had a heart attack when I saw the elderly man and woman staring down at me instead. 
The woman was sitting on my bed, her long gray hair spilling over my shoulders. Her knees were on either side of me, caging me in while the man stood above me, his eyes as dark as the night.
Holy sh—!
“Ahhh! Mmm! Mmm!”
I tried to scream, but the woman placed her hands over my mouth and blocked any sounds I could emit. With hands firmly wrenched on my shoulders, they pulled me up, lifted me from the bed like I was a rag doll, and forcefully dragged me out of the room before I was able to scream for Eclipse. 
They were so fast that within the blink of an eye, I was already outside in the main hall, being dragged mercilessly over the carpet and into a dark corner of the inn.
I couldn’t believe it.
Kidnapped. 
I was being kidnaped.



 
 
 
 
 
“Let it burn with the fire of a thousand dead suns . . .”

03: Kidnapped
 
“Augh!”
My pained groans poured throughout the hall as they ruthlessly dragged me over the carpet. In the midst of this abduction, I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that an old grandma and grandpa were kidnapping me from my own room. If I weren’t in so much physical pain from the carpet burns, I would seriously believe that this was a screwed up dream.
“Let go of me, you wrinkly old freaks!” I managed to screech out once I was able to shift my mouth from under the woman’s hold. 
Like a bird caught in a net, I became uncontrollable. I squirmed my body every which way to extract myself from their hold. 
“Ugh!” the woman cried, struggling to control me while they continued to drag me across the floor. “Stop moving so much, you short girl!”
The old couple groaned in indignation and fought to steady me. Once I felt them loosen their holds, I extracted my arm out from their grasp and did the first thing I could think of: I elbowed the person closest to me, which happened to be the woman. 
Thwack!
The sharp tip of my elbow slammed into her jaw, causing her teeth to violently clack together. As an added measure to get her off of me, I punched her in the eye. 
“Ahhhhhh!” the old woman shrieked, reeling back against the wall while clutching her face with her hands. 
With adrenaline pumping within me, I swiveled around and forcefully head-butted the man with my forehead.
Thump!
The moment our skulls collided, a massive assault of pain detonated inside my skull.
“Fuck!” I screamed, nearly blacking out from the onslaught of pain. “Oww! Motherfucker! How do other people make this attack look so damn painless?!”
My shaking knees sank to the ground. I couldn’t stop trembling as I sucked in a sharp breath. It felt like someone had split my forehead open with a baseball bat. As black spots blinded my field of vision, I could hear the agonized groans coming from the old couple. Something struck me as odd when their voices seared into my senses. Instead of hearing senile, old voices, I heard young voices that sounded peculiarly familiar. With much effort, I fought through the pain to gaze in their direction. My eyes nearly jolted out of my sockets when I saw the “old” man and woman. 
“What the fuck?”
While cradling their heads and cursing out loud, their faces began to morph under the dim lighting. The wrinkles that once canvassed their skin were now smoother than marble. The woman’s long gray hair changed into a silky brown hue while dark, spiky hair sprouted out of the man’s once bald head. 
I recognized them immediately. 
The couple I saw earlier . . .
“You two,” I voiced, gaping at them with incredulous eyes. 
Phix’s troubled eyes locked with mine. I could see the confliction within his gaze, the apology in his eyes for what he was going to do. 
“I’m sorry it had to be you tonight,” he whispered before straightening himself up.
Unlike Phix, the girl did not possess the same apologetic gaze. If anything, when I saw her once brown eyes transform into black orbs, all I saw was a murderous gaze. 
I knew instantly what she was—what both of them were. 
Demons.
They were Demons.
“You’re going to pay for that!” she growled, lunging at me with the ferocity of a lion. 
I scrambled away before she could pummel me against the wall. Survival instincts engulfed me, and I felt my wobbly feet take off. I stumbled down the stairs, doing my best to maintain my equilibrium while hastening my pace. I made it to the other end of the building when it occurred to me that I should run back to our room to find Eclipse. However, as soon as that thought crossed my mind, I vetoed it when my rationale screamed, “He can protect himself! You’re the one who needs protection, you idiot!” So with that cheery assurance, I kept running, hoping that Eclipse had woken up from that goddamn coma bath of his and made it out of the inn. 
Clank! 
Thump!
Clank!
I clamored through the kitchen, tripping several times as I torpedoed through the room. It was when I stumbled against some plates that it occurred to me that I should find some weapons. I recalled all the things I learned from the internet in my attempt to “vanquish” Eclipse several weeks back. I remembered Eclipse telling me that salt and holy water did not work on a Demon of his caliber. With that in mind, logic would dictate that it should work on other Demons, right? At this rate, I was willing to try anything. 
My heart raced a mile a minute as I grabbed two big packages of salt from beneath the counter. With my weapons in hand, I dashed out of the kitchen, looking behind me every now and then to make sure I wasn’t being followed. My vigilance became my undoing. I stumbled over my feet during my state of paranoia and tripped in front of a big gathering room where I could hear people’s cries. 
Thankful that no one seemed to notice my fall—or my existence—I crawled to the side of the two doors to hide myself. Once I regained some normalcy in my breathing, I hesitantly peeked my head into the room. 
My eyes expanded as soon as I saw the two couples I met earlier—the ones who checked into the inn a few minutes before Eclipse and I did. They were huddling in the center of the massive room while about fifty Demons surrounded them. While two female Demons circled their shaking bodies, the rest of the Demons sat in every other part of the room, watching them in amusement. I briefly wondered where the third couple was when I noticed two naked bodies laying lifelessly on the floor. Slash marks marred their bodies while some parts of their flesh had been ripped out. Two big pools of blood formed beneath them and were becoming bigger with every passing second. I stifled a gasp when it hit me that they were dead.
Holy shit.
Those Demons had killed them. 
“Where is your God now?” one of the two female Demons jeered. The female Demons taunting the two remaining couples were both dressed in black suits. They wore identical, diabolical smiles on their faces that were too horrible to be human before poising their knives over the couples’ faces. It was obvious they were getting ready to torture them. “Why isn’t he protecting you now?” 
I had no idea why I did it, why I became possessed with this “hero-syndrome” when in truth, I didn’t give a damn about these people. Perhaps it was because I kept thinking back to the missing piece of my soul and recalling the prospect of being human. I feared the repercussions of what would happen if I got my soul back and had these people’s deaths hanging over me. It would suck to become human again, only to become miserable right away. So with my selfishness intact, I saw my cue to be a better person when the blades of the knives began to press onto their cheeks.
Here goes nothing . . .
Clutching onto my bags of salt, I charged into the room like a bulldozer and tackled the two Demon women.
Thump!  
The three of us fell onto the cold tiles, crashing onto one another as the nerves in my body screamed in agony. I was not accustomed to physically exerting my body in this manner and I was paying the price for it. Still writhing from the pain, I gathered all the strength I had when I heard those two Demons growl in anger. I staggered to my feet, kept the salt bags close to my chest, and stood there like a deer caught in headlights. 
I could scarcely make out the rest of the Demons in the room—there were so many of them. Their eyes were obsidian black, completely free of any trace of humanity. When they smiled at me, I could see their razor sharp teeth. Judging from the silence and anticipation that blanketed the room, no matter how surprised they were by my entrance, they were going to have some fun with me regardless.
“The little one wants to play,” one of the Demon women mocked, her diabolical eyes locking on my shaking figure. She blew her fiery red hair out of her face and stood up. Although her demeanor was calm, I knew that she was pissed off. If she wanted to “play” with me, then she was going to take her sweet time to kill me.
Her friend, a Demon woman with a blonde pixie haircut, grinned barbarically. I choked back a scream when I saw that there was flesh still stuck in her teeth—flesh from the fallen couple, both of whom were dead and rotting away nearby.
Mustering up the last vestige of my courage, I pathetically clutched onto my salt bag and staggered back, tripping over the two corpses while screaming, “Just leave us alone!” 
Demonic laughter rolled around me. The two Demon women looked at me with smiling faces while others crept out from the shadows to get a better view of me. No one got up to kill me right away, and I knew it was because I was their new entertainment for the night. They were going to keep me alive for as long as possible before they deigned it was time to kill me.
I gulped uneasily. 
What had I gotten myself into?
“What a feisty one,” the blonde Demon woman remarked, staring at me like I was a newfound toy she was excited to torture. “I want to be the one to take her soul.”
“No, I want it,” the red-haired Demon argued. She wheeled around and flashed me a hideously sadistic grin. “With all that heroic blood flowing through your veins, your soul will be delicious to own.” She glanced down at the two bags of salt in my possession. “Look at this little human carrying those bags of salt like they will help her.” Her cold eyes laughed at me. “You would need to spread all that salt in a big line. Since I could snap your head before even a grain of that salt could hit the ground, I think you’re shit out of luck.” She cackled, mockingly holding the tip of the knife against her head. Her face became more animalistic as she motioned me forward. “Come here, little puppy. Let me show you the consequences of being a bad pet and interrupting your masters.”
My teeth chattered against one another as I continued to move closer to my fellow humans. I could feel the other four shake behind me. All they could do was stare wide-eyed and wonder how someone like me could save them. In my state of immense fear, I did the only thing I could do: follow my instincts.
Without warning, I dropped the package of salts, withdrew a small bottle of holy water from my pocket, and wasted no time in splashing it over the two Demon women. As an added defense, I also threw excess water into the crowd for good measure—just to scare them and distract them.
After Lyna, the mysterious Demon woman who had been asked to help “watch over” Eclipse, gave us the green light to head to Serenity, I found myself scared shitless. In an effort to ease my paranoia, I brought two emergency bottles of holy water to protect myself from Demons who were looking to make a meal out of me. I kept the small bottle in my pocket at all times and kept the bigger bottle safely stashed in my backpack. I had never been more grateful that my paranoia had paid off in this instance.
Splash!
“Ahhhhhhh!”
The holy water boiled on the Demon women’s skin like acid, causing them to violently thrust backwards onto the tiles. At the exact same time, the Demons who got splashed by the excess water screamed at the top of their lungs, retreating further back into the shadows. Heart still pounding relentlessly, I opened one package of salt and began to pour it onto the ground, forming a circle with it and allowing it to be a protective barrier. The Demons were staring at me, stunned at what had transpired. They couldn’t believe that I not only knew what they were, but that I also had protection against them.
“Let’s go!” I shouted, seizing the black collar of the rocker-dressed girl. I pulled her up with a single jolt and motioned my head at the other three humans to follow my lead. 
I could hear restless Demons clamor in the background, furious that they were stuck behind the salt barrier. A handful moved deeper into the shadows to determine a way out of the room. My salt circle may have worked against them, but it would only be a matter of time before those Demons found their way around it.
“How did you do that?!” the guy with the preppy-looking glasses screamed, rising up from behind me. While he was staring at the Demons around us in horror, the rest of his friends blinked numbly, traumatized and dazed from everything. Since all of his friends looked like they were ready to break apart at any moment, he was the only person left to help me with my next course of action. 
“They’re Demons,” I explained, thrusting a bag of salt against his chest. Across from us, some of the Demons started to punch a hole through the walls. They were all fighting to get out of there, to get to us in some other way. “They want our souls,” I went on urgently. “Salt will keep them away from us. Pour the salt down as we run. They can’t touch us as long as we’re in this salt barrier. Now let’s go!”
I said everything to him in one breath, but he caught all of it. No matter how confused Preppy Glasses appeared, he, along with his three friends, did everything I instructed. 
While pouring salt from our respective bags, we began to run for our lives. We ran through the hallways of the building, moving from one wing to the other and further trapping Demons in various parts of the inn. Finally, after what felt like an eternity of running, we made it into the foyer. Panting relentlessly, we busted out of the big oak doors and sprinted onto the lawn where rain poured over us, drenching us immediately. 
“We’re running low!” Preppy Glasses shouted as thunder and lightning blasted across the dark skies.
I looked ahead, spotting the road through the forest that would lead us back out to the highway—back to civilization. 
“We’re almost there!” I encouraged when I saw that Preppy Glasses and his friends were becoming fatigued. 
Desperate now that we were running low on salt, I did something odd. Reaching into the bag, I grabbed a handful of what was left of the salt and threw it onto each of them. I had hoped that the grains of salt sticking to their rain-dampened skin would prevent Demons from touching them, basically turning their own bodies into protective cloaks. 
“Go! Go! Go!” I shouted to each of them afterwards. 
I pivoted around to Preppy Glasses as his friends ran over the expanse of the lawn, delved into the forest, and moved into the outskirts of the property. I was ready to dab the salt over him as well when a force knocked the salt bag from my grasp and tossed it out of my reach.
“No!”
I lunged forward and reached for the salt bag. Right when I was about to grab it, someone tackled me from behind. 
Bam!
“Augh!”
The air was knocked out of my lungs after my attacker and I plummeted face-first onto the damp grass. As rain and wind slammed into my face, I looked to my right to see who had attacked me. 
“Oh shit . . .”
Dread consumed me the moment I spotted Phix. His face was drenched from rain and he looked furious. 
Desperate to get away from him, I attempted to rise up. I barely moved an inch when a foot connected with my back and forced me to the ground. While the side of my face pressed against the wet grass, my distressed eyes traveled to the salt bag. I could see Preppy Glasses standing close to it, shaking as he stared wide-eyed at me, Phix, and whoever it was that kicked me back down to the ground. His petrified gaze went towards the bag of salt again, and with no regard for me, he grabbed the salt bag and took off with it, completely abandoning me.
I gaped after him, furious at the cowardice he displayed. Here I was, risking my life to save him and his friends. Instead of returning the favor, he decided to run out on me when I needed him the most. I seethed to myself. That spineless rat. This was a prime example of why Eclipse and the rest of his demonic race looked down on humans so much. We were supposed to be virtuous creatures—the ones created in the image of God—but when faced with the prospect of death, we were nothing but spineless cowards. 
I felt so stupid. 
I should’ve known I wouldn’t be able to count on anyone else but myself.
“You know what the funny thing about you is?” the Demon girl from earlier whispered, revealing herself to be the one who had kicked me. She crouched down beside me as Phix came over and pinned me to the grass with his weight. “You caught us off guard because everyone thinks you’re this innocent girl who can’t fend for herself.” A ruthless smile appeared on her face as a stampede of Demons joined us on the lawn. “Now that we know your game, you won’t be getting away so easily.”
Without another word, she grabbed a fistful of my hair. My head briefly extended back before it was mercilessly rammed into the ground.
“Ah!”
A deluge of pain sprouted inside me, leaving me with black spots that had cloaked my vision. I breathed hoarsely, doing my best to endure this newfound pain while rain continued to drench me. Prior to blacking out, I heard footsteps approach me before someone lifted me up from the ground.
The last thought that entered my mind was Eclipse. 
I wondered if he was safe, if he was still in the inn, and I wondered if he was looking for me. 
And just as I began to lose consciousness, the only thing I could think about was how much I missed him and that I hoped he was okay . . .
 



 
 
 
 
 
“Let the wrath of Hell engulf it . . .”

04: The Wrath of Eclipse
 
I woke up to the feel of static electricity humming in my ears.
My eyes slowly fluttered open. I had barely regained consciousness when an onslaught of dread hit me. 
The first thing I saw was a pair of black eyes. With the exception of the red tints burning within them, they were as black as the night. I fearfully looked to my right side—the area where the mysterious humming sound originated from—and saw that there was a hand parallel to my temple. Sparks of blue electricity emitted from the palm and jumped into my head. 
I turned back to face the Demon in question and he smiled at me, tilting his head to the side. I instantly recognized him as San, the guy who helped carry our bags and the supposed son of the “elderly couple.”
“You,” he prompted calmly, sitting back on a chair across from me, “have caused us a lot of trouble tonight.”
The fine hair on my nape stood when I realized that I was sitting in a chair bound by ropes. I swallowed uneasily as my gaze charted the room. We were back in the same gathering area where I saved those couples. The only difference was that the room had been cleaned up. It was absent of the mess I created and free of the dead couple I was unable to save. 
In the dark corners of the room, I could see Demons glaring at me with bloodthirsty eyes. The two Demon women I attacked wore the most vicious stares. The flesh from their faces was hanging off, a direct side effect of having holy water thrown on them. The fury radiating from them was unmistakable. They wanted to punish me and literally eat me alive. 
With my stomach coiling in uneasiness, I turned my head to look behind me. I could see Phix and Demon Girl standing close to me, their eyes looking nervous. I stayed silent and shifted my gaze to the floor. I briefly wondered how they were freely standing beside me when I had thrown so much salt on the ground. My pulse slowed when I discovered that the salt that once had been a perfect line was now broken and completely destroyed. 
A chuckle moved around me. 
San followed my line of sight. 
He proceeded to answer my unspoken question by causing a draft of wind to blow at the remaining salt, whipping it out of the room and into the hall outside. I had the answer I needed. The Demons themselves didn’t break the salt apart. They needed a powerful Demon to do that—they needed San. It didn’t take me long to deduce that he was the leader of this little “establishment.” 
Considering how unhappy he looked, I was definitely in for a world of trouble. 
“Needless to say,” San went on, his voice composed but laced with steel, “I was very upset when I came back to find that my Demons were trapped inside this room. Luckily for them, I’ve been gifted with enough power to protect myself if such imprisoning tactics are used.” He gave me a smile that didn’t reach his cold eyes. “Nevertheless . . .” He turned to Phix and Demon Girl. “Despite doing a sloppy job, you caught her regardless. Making a mess out of everything aside, you’ve certainly proven your worth.”
Phix and Demon Girl said nothing, and I reverted my attention to the rest of the Demons. I hadn’t noticed this before, but with the exception of Phix and Demon Girl, the rest of the Demons were professionally dressed; they all wore collared dress shirts and dark pants. If I couldn’t smell the blood on them and didn’t know that they were Demons, I would’ve thought they were all attending a business convention. Even San, who was dressed so casually when we first met him, was now wearing a gray suit that made him look older, more mature, and more dangerous. 
My hands shook as I feigned courage and asked, “What do you want?” 
San grinned and crossed one leg over the other. “We thought we hit the jackpot when that evening crowd came in, but when you and your little boyfriend walked in, you definitely made our night. I only needed a whiff of the two of you to know that you have very special souls. It gave us more flexibility to”—he briefly paused to utilize the right words—“play with the other couples while we saved the two of you for last.”
I froze the instant he mentioned Eclipse. 
“Where is he?” I asked immediately, anxiety settling into my stomach.
I had been gone for far too long. Wherever Eclipse was, I knew that he had to be looking for me. 
“Blissfully unaware of where you are,” answered San. He flashed me his razor-sharp teeth. “Don’t worry. We’ll get to him as soon as we’re done with you.”
My expression hardened. “What do you mean ‘blissfully unaware’?”
At that moment, a male Demon with long brown hair moved behind me and pushed Phix and Demon Girl away. He wrapped several strands of my hair in his hand and started sniffing at it. His face twisted in mystification. 
“San,” he began softly, savoring in the scent. “Brother, why does she smell so good?”
“He’s looking for you,” San said to me, ignoring the weird hair-sniffing idiot. He grinned. “But we’re not too worried. It’s a big inn. It will be a while before he finds you. And by the time he does, we’ll be done with you.”
I swallowed apprehensively, sensing imminent danger in the way he dropped his words. I looked around once more and reluctantly asked the obvious questions. “Who are you? What do you want with me?” 
San chuckled at the blatant fear emitting from me. Malice swam into his eyes as he leaned in closer. “Judging by your defense tactics, I presume that you’re already very much aware of what we are. We’ll definitely have to revisit the specifics as to how you know about us, but to answer your questions, you can look at us as recruiters of sorts. We scour the country looking for potential Demons. When we see potentials that we feel could benefit our cause, we get together to persuade them to give us their souls.”
“You’re stealing souls and forcing humans to become Demons,” I corrected, horrified that there were Demons out there who were torturing humans in order to steal their souls and turn them into Demons. 
Now I knew why our cars broke down so abruptly. It was because of these Demons.
“We’re recruiting and offering a better life,” he amended shamelessly.
I scoffed. “Isn’t this job usually a solo job?”
“Solo jobs take too long.” A cruel smile played on his lips as his eyes landed on the area where the dead couple once laid. “And we all want entertainment as well. The young couple that died here was very religious. Instead of forking over their souls like the good animals they should be, they decided to hold out, which of course meant extreme entertainment for me and my co-workers.” He laughed at the remembrance of the dead couple. “We were given the opportunity to use our persuasion skills, and as I’m sure you have already guessed, we’re very good at what we do.”
“Did you get their souls?”
“We had too much fun torturing them, so no, we didn’t. And you already know what happened to the other four.” His typically composed face darkened at the reminder of my intervention—that I was the one who set them free. After taking in a sharp breath to calm himself down, he turned back to me with a controlled smile. “They’re long gone now . . . very lucky, to say the least.” He rose from his seat and inched closer to me. His bloodied fingers ran through my wet hair, transferring the blood of my fellow humans onto me. “You’re our last hope tonight, pretty girl.”
I whipped my head away, my heart thundering at the way he said this. 
“What were you doing to me earlier?” I asked, recalling the sparks emitting around my temple. I feared that it had something to do with my soul.
He responded with a vicious laugh before extracting his hand away. With a sigh, he studied the palm of his hand with increasing interest. “I wanted to see what made you human and more importantly, what made you inhuman.” A blue electrical spark that was the size of a tennis ball hovered over the palm of his hand. “Have you been a good girl?” 
I stared into the ball of blue sparks and felt chills spread over me. Inside it, I was able to make out various images. There were images of me enjoying the Sanctuary kids’ misery, images of me getting a homeless man beaten up, images of me causing people to hurt themselves, and various images of me showcasing my inhuman side. When San asked me his next question, I knew then what that ball contained. 
“What are your sins?”
I stared unblinkingly at the electrical ball that held all my secrets—all my sins as a human being. My lower lip quivered as I closed my eyes. I could not find the strength to answer him because I knew they would find out the truth. They were going to find out my true identity soon enough.
At long last, San threw the ball of electricity into a wooden barrel in the center of the room. The electrical force slammed into the water in the barrel with unmatched strength. Then—
Boom! 
A blast of blue light exploded from the barrel, illuminating the entire room. A ring of gray smoke rose from the blast, along with whispers that unnerved every ounce of my soul. Although the whispers spoke in an ancient language I didn’t understand, I knew what they were telling the Demons in the room. The whispers were sharing the secrets of my past—the secrets of who I was.
As these demonic whispers faded away, the entire room gasped in sheer astonishment. San was not spared from this shock. His eyes grew wide before an exhilarated smile overcame his face. 
“The most coveted soul of the new millennium,” he announced to the stupefied room.
The room exploded with whispers and murmurings of disbelief. From behind me, I could even hear Phix and Demon Girl gasp. 
“The six-year-old murderer?” Demon Girl whispered shockingly. “B-but I thought there was a veil over her to prevent Demons from finding her?”
No one answered her question because it was irrelevant now. All that mattered was that I was in their possession. A voracious grin outlined each of their faces. They had hit the jackpot. My veil may have prevented Demons from finding me if they were to seek me out, but it did not prevent me from stumbling onto them by mistake.
“Every Demon is looking for you, but cannot find you because of the veil,” San began in an excited and pleased voice, “and yet you voluntarily walk into our midst instead. This is our lucky day.” He laughed, leaning in so that his face was inches from mine. “Has your soul already been claimed, Grace Hwang?” 
Bam! 
Two huge oak doors blasted open, causing everyone in the room to jump, including myself. All eyes landed on the door to see what powerful creature dared to make such an entrance. When I saw who it was, I wanted to scream out in joy. 
Stepping in completely shirtless and wearing white pajama pants that hung low on his hips, Eclipse looked like a Fallen Angel standing in the midst of Demons. His hair was wet, indicative of him just waking up from his bathtub nap. Much like his presence with Lyna in the corn maze, the room that was once overpowered by Demons was now filled with him and his powerful presence. 
With a white towel still in his hand, Eclipse advanced into the room, stepping on the spilled puddle of holy water and salt-covered tiles. He surveyed the room, his eyes traveling over the crowd that was staring at him in bewildered silence. Then, as the anticipation in the room grew high—as if everyone was waiting on what Eclipse was going to say—he finally parted his lips and spoke his immortal words to them . . .
“Uh, hi. Have you guys seen my girlfriend? She’s really short and cute. You can’t miss her.”
“Are you serious?” I uttered, outraged that his “immortal” opening line was not intimidating nor life-changing. There he stood with a warrior-like body that would make Greek Gods jealous and he was politely asking my kidnappers if they had seen me? And then he proceeded to describe me as “really short and cute”? What was wrong with this picture?
“Hurry up and save me!” I shrieked in disbelief. 
“Ah, there you are, Teacup,” he replied upon hearing my voice. His tone of voice was relaxed, but as soon as he caught sight of me bounded to the chair, looking like I had been tossed around like a rag doll, his features subtly hardened. 
Jaw clenching in discontent, he made a move to come to me. 
Thunk.
He barely moved an inch before he was stopped by an invisible force field. Dawning realization ignited in his brown eyes as he lifted his right hand up. He smoothed his fingers over the invisible force field like he was touching glass. While he walked in a slow curve around it, his hands still testing the boundaries, I belatedly realized that these Demons must’ve erected a force field in this room to prevent me from escaping—and to prevent anyone from running in to save me.
I caught them off guard once. They were not going to let it happen again.
Still stuck outside the force field, Eclipse’s eyes appraised me in my beaten-up state once more. Ice formed over his once easygoing eyes. He turned back to the Demons with a dark look on his face. I knew then why he was acting like a dumb human boy. His intention was to throw them off so that they would not be privy to his true identity. However, now that there was a protective barrier preventing him from getting to me, Eclipse no longer deemed it necessary to be polite and cordial. 
“You all have some nerve touching her like that,” he stated simply, his composed voice throbbing with rage.
“We would’ve gone to get you, pretty boy,” San loftily said to Eclipse. He was still under the misguided notion that he was talking to some lowly human as opposed to one of the Princes of Hell. “You didn’t have to come here looking for us.”
“Oh, come on, man,” Phix suddenly complained. From the corner of my eye, I could see that he was getting annoyed because Demon Girl, with her normally glaring eyes, was actually drooling over Eclipse’s impressive body. Come to think of it, nearly all the female Demons in the room were lusting after him—even if they didn’t want to admit it. “Is it really necessary to walk around with your shirt off?”
Although Eclipse smirked, amusement did not reach his eyes.
“You know, I was really looking forward to having a nice and relaxing night,” he shared with a hint of annoyance. “I was planning on seducing my girlfriend right after my shower and I was looking forward to having some fun fooling around with her.” Anger threaded his voice as he continued to move his hand over the protective barrier. “It goes without saying that I am very pissed that my ass had to walk around in the freezing cold to look for her.” His furious eyes fastened onto every Demon in the room. The next words out of his mouth were spoken with pure fury. “If you know what’s good for you, then you bottom-feeding parasites better let her go before I turn you all into ashes.”
All around the room, the Demons’ eyes grew curious. The last thing they expected was this unusual threat from a human. Even though they didn’t know who he was, it was clear that many of the Demons were starting to fear Eclipse. The power that radiated from him—even from behind a protective force field—was undeniable.  
“Turn us all into ashes?” parroted San, assessing Eclipse under a brand new light. He was the only one in the group who did not look terrified of Eclipse and the only one who was able to deduce that Eclipse was not who he appeared to be. 
“He’s not human,” San finally shared with a curt laugh. His face illumed with amusement. He cordially inclined his head at Eclipse, impressed that he was able to conceal his true nature for so long. “A fellow Demon.”
“That’s not possible,” said the Demon who had been sniffing my hair. “If he’s a Demon, then we would know.”
“Not unless he’s a Dimmed Demon,” San said softly, knowingly. “A Demon who has had his powers stripped.” He eyed Eclipse, his amused smile still trained on him. “One cannot detect a Dimmed Demon, and vice versa, a Dimmed Demon cannot detect his fellow Demons, which is how this one must’ve gotten lost in our midst without any of us—or himself—being the wiser.”
The red-haired Demon woman widened her eyes in shock. Her face paled exponentially. “Only an exceptionally powerful Demon would need to dim himself in order to walk around in the human world.”
“Once powerful,” San corrected indifferently. He continued to stare at Eclipse with an entertained gaze. Behind him, the rest of his fellow Demons watched Eclipse with growing trepidation. “Now he’s merely a Demon who is teetering on being human.” San smirked before turning to me and then looking at Eclipse again. “Is she your own personal project?”
“Let her go, you stupid cockroach,” Eclipse growled, his eyes becoming firmer. The steel in his voice was unbelievably intimidating. “I am not someone to fuck with.”
“No wonder she wasn’t fazed by us Demons,” San went on with an air of nonchalance. “She has already been claimed.” He laughed at Eclipse, the amused smile morphing into a polite and civil one. San did not find Eclipse to be intimidating as the rest of his Demons did, but he did respect the aura that Eclipse radiated. He would rather have Eclipse on his side than against him. “I’m sure we can come to an arrangement, brother,” he appeased. “I do not want to fight you, especially when you seem like such a capable Demon. Join us, share her soul, and we’ll all benefit. Everyone can go home happy.”
“I don’t share,” Eclipse dismissed without hesitancy. 
San smirked curtly, finally showing his distaste. Eclipse’s dismissal of his offer for peace was the last straw. “Then you get nothing.”  
“Seriously, why does she smell so good?” asked the strange Demon who was still sniffing my hair. “San, get a whiff of her. She smells different from other humans.”
I didn’t know what he was talking about until I realized that the side of my mouth was cut. 
Shit.
My blood. 
It wasn’t my hair that smelled good to the Demon. It was my blood.
Annoyed with the Demon and clearly wanting to shut him up, San came beside me. He grabbed the strands of hair that had touched the bloodied cut from my mouth, closed his eyes, and inhaled it. I could see Eclipse hold his breath when San did this. Even from a distance, he could see that my blood had transferred onto the tendril of my hair. 
Several heartbeats of silence filled the room before San opened his eyes. If it was possible, the fires in his eyes burned even brighter. I thought he was excited when he found out I was the six-year-old murderer, but it was nothing compared to the excitement pouring out of him now. 
“A Source,” he breathed out in amazement. 
As soon as he voiced this, a paralyzing silence swam over the Demons before cheers of excitement spread like wildfire throughout the room. 
“A Source!”
“We have a Source!”
They celebrated like they had found the elixir of life. Considering how powerful my blood and heart would make them, I didn’t doubt that they had every right to cheer like this. 
“No wonder the Dimmed Demon doesn’t want to share,” a Demon from the crowd voiced as they turned to Eclipse, their eyes mocking. “Storing your own personal Source?”
By now, Eclipse had lost all his patience. “You worthless pieces of shit,” he growled, his voice thundering past the field and spilling over all of us. “If you knew who I am, then you wouldn’t even dare to breathe in my presence.”
Phix stiffened up beside me. Completely struck by Eclipse’s words, he hesitantly asked, “Who are you?” 
Eclipse smirked darkly. “What other Demon would have no use for a Source’s heart or blood?”
I not only felt Phix stiffen up further, but I could also hear Demon Girl gasp in disbelief. The two of them had the “oh shit” reaction while the rest simply laughed mockingly. 
“A Dark Majesty?” the other Demons questioned in between laughs. They didn't believe him. With too much enjoyment, one of the Demons in the back jeered, “Why the hell would a Dark Majesty drive around in that piece of shit car?”
A flush of embarrassment colored Eclipse’s face. He briefly quelled his furious expression at the reminder of the Rav4. 
“That’s a good point,” he murmured, obviously agreeing with this assessment. He hated my car, and life or death situations or not, he wasn’t going to back down from that belief. “Whatever the case,” he prompted, reverting back to the important matter at hand, “lower this force field and get the hell away from her now.”
“I don’t think so,” San dismissed, already motioning for several Demons to come forward. “A Source is a rare commodity. She’s staying with us and she’s staying with us for a very long time.”
“Get away from me!” I screamed when two Demons produced knives from their pockets and began to inch towards me. Panic burned through me with the strength of an inferno. I helplessly struggled against the bonds that held me, desperate to get away from my attackers. “Get away from me!” 
At the sight of me crying out in fear, Eclipse started to go crazy behind the invisible wall.
“Get the fuck away from her!” he roared above my screams. He began to punch and kick at the force field, using all his strength to break it so he could save me.
While Eclipse attacked the barrier from the outside, I could feel the blades breathe beside my neck, ready to cut into my skin. The sharp knives were millimeters from my neck when I suddenly felt my chair tilt backwards. 
It all played out so quickly. One moment, I was sitting on the chair, and the next, I was falling backwards and being caught by Phix and Demon Girl. To my surprise, they began to cut me free with their own knives. 
“Come on, little human,” Phix whispered, helping me stand up from the chair. 
They were able to save my neck from being slashed apart, but they couldn’t save my arm. Just as I felt them pull me away from the stampede of Demons charging for me, a blade suddenly cut through the flesh of my left arm.
“Ahhh!”
An agonized scream poured from my mouth as I fell back to the floor with Demon Girl acting as my cushion. Without any hesitation, she protectively wrapped her arms around me and pulled me to the corner of the room. We hid behind a large pillar while Phix crouched in front of us. He had a knife held out, pointing directly at the mob of Demons surrounding us. I didn’t understand what had gotten into Phix and Demon Girl. Why were they saving me all of a sudden?
“Ugh.”
I pressed my head against the pillar as blood continued to drip from the wound on my arm. I did not have the energy to wonder about their motivations behind saving me when I was surrounded by Demons who wanted to kill me. As I applied pressure to my wound, I looked up at my assailant.
It was none other than San. 
There was a ravenous look on his face that terrified my very being. With my blood dripping freely from his knife, San tipped his head back and allowed the blood to trickle into his mouth. The results were instantaneous. As soon as he ingested my blood, his eyes glowed with the most powerful hue of red I had ever seen. Even with just a small taste of my blood, I knew that his powers had grown exponentially. 
Phix, Demon Girl, and I gulped uneasily. 
We were in danger before when these Demons had us cornered, but now, with their leader becoming more powerful from my blood, we were definitely in for a taste of Hell. 
From outside, I could hear Eclipse going crazy, still fighting to get to me. He was unaware that I had been injured until he caught sight of the blood pouring from my arm. Wrath filled his typically cool eyes. 
And then . . . he lost it.
The world seemed to have stopped breathing. 
A cold draft entered the room, washing over the air like an ocean and acting as the harbinger of death. A light bulb above us began to flicker menacingly while the cold breeze became cooler. Akin to everyone sensing Eclipse’s power, a foreboding hush presided over us. Then, when Eclipse’s brown eyes morphed into the most beautiful aquamarine hue I had ever seen, the once peaceful setting changed dramatically.
Boom! 
The light bulbs in the room simultaneously burst apart, sending shards of glass to rain over the room. Not even the ceiling was spared from Eclipse’s fury. As though being pulled at by a hurricane, the roof tore open, releasing a stream of violent wind to terrorize the room. An onslaught of panic struck the room as this maelstrom of destruction took place. 
The only one who remained calm and in control was Eclipse. With rage embedded in his aquamarine eyes, he slowly extended his right hand and raised it above him. 
“Ahhhhh!”
Screams penetrated the room when fifty Demons were lifted up in the air like puppets on an invisible string. They became nothing but wall fixtures pressed against the force field, which appeared to be in the shape of a dome. The only ones left on the ground floor were Phix, Demon Girl, San, and myself.
San’s eyes were still glowing red after ingesting my blood. He looked pompous and unafraid of the power Eclipse displayed.
I could feel my anger towards him start to cultivate. It infuriated me that he dared to drink my blood. I didn’t want him to gain any powers from it. I wanted him to be punished for what he did to me—just like everyone else.
Return my blood, a cold voice inside my head ordered. 
A surge of energy seemed to have rummaged through San’s body, but then, just as quickly, his face twisted in anguish. Unable to withstand the pain, his knees buckled beneath him. I wondered what was happening to him, and I knew he had the same question in his head. My blood was supposed to strengthen him, not weaken him.
“Even with a drop of a Source’s blood,” Eclipse said evenly, answering our unspoken questions, “you are not strong enough to overpower me.” 
San smirked while the rest of his Demons bellowed in agony at the torture Eclipse was bestowing upon them. To San, there was no longer any doubt that Eclipse was indeed a Dark Majesty. 
“Even if you kill me,” San started, announcing something that set us both on edge, “do you think you can stop what’s happening?”
Eclipse lifted a brow in feigned interest. He looked bored with San, but entertained him anyway. “And what exactly is happening?”
“There is a new royalty in town, your former Dark Majesty,” San managed to say before he cradled his stomach and gasped for air. He collapsed face-first to the ground and began to writhe on the floor as though someone was ripping his insides apart. Though he was moments from death, he never once shut up. A manic laugh escaped from him while he continued with excitement. “Your monarchy—your father’s monarchy—is breaking and breaking fast. And when it’s all over, a new dynasty will come into power.” Blood started to gush from his smirking mouth. “Go ahead and kill me. It is already an honor to serve the new regime. It is also an honor to see Lucifer’s son act all high and mighty for the last time—right before his Kingdom gets taken away from him.” 
An icy smirk appeared on Eclipse’s lips. Unaffected by San’s words, Eclipse merely tilted his head and asked something that caused San and the rest of the Demons to freeze in horror. 
“Do you even know which Prince I am?”
Foreboding silence collapsed over San, and Eclipse chose that moment to finally enlighten him. 
“Lust,” Eclipse revealed simply. 
An all-consuming gasp rocketed throughout the room. 
San turned a shade paler.
“That’s right,” Eclipse taunted, already knowing the effect this information would have on these Demons. “The one born under the eclipse.” 
Still thunderstruck, San shakily said, “But the youngest Prince is said to have never walked the earth.”
“He walks now,” Eclipse replied darkly. “Your God walks the earth and he is full of rage. You may have never met me, but I’m sure you’ve heard of my reputation. You know the powers I am able to wield and the wrath I am capable of bestowing on those who have angered me.” 
San’s body began to levitate in the air as Eclipse’s fury became more potent. 
“Whoever your master is, they will have to fight me,” continued Eclipse, watching as San thrashed in pain. “And as you will see in a few moments, even in my dimmed state, I am not easy to overpower.” His aquamarine eyes turned colder. Nothing but rage and the need for vengeance cloaked his face. He spared a glance at me before turning his attention to the Demons suspended in the air. “I told you not to touch her, and you did. Now you, your minions, and your new regime will know my wrath.”
What occurred next was astronomical.
Boom!
The force field that had been acting as a second roof for us broke apart, allowing the storm to come hurtling into the room. As the once peaceful world fell apart all around us, a big chunk of glass from the ceiling flew down towards Eclipse, cutting his arm and leaving a big gash. Despite how painful it looked, Eclipse did not even deign to acknowledge it, for his focus was completely on the ones he wanted to punish. 
A humming sound began to vibrate in our ears. I clasped a hand over my chest, suddenly finding it hard to breathe. I could feel my own body begin to tremble in agony. 
What . . . what was happening to me?
“Ahhhhh!”
From behind me, Phix and Demon Girl started to scream, their voices chorusing after the blood-curling screams of the Demons who hung above us. Those Demons rose higher into the air, now hanging above the dark sky in all different directions. The one who hung lowest was San, whose earsplitting screams rivaled the thunderstorms. 
“Ahhhhhhhhh!” 
Streaks of lightning began to infiltrate the sky, lighting the world above with blue lights. Another monstrous roar of thunder boomed over us before lightning bolts struck all the Demons at the same time.
Boom! 
As if on cue, all the Demons above me convulsed profusely, their once black eyes burned out by a stream of blue fire. The wrath of Eclipse was undeniable. It was so powerful that even though I wasn’t the object of his rage, I still felt the brunt of his anger. 
I felt like I was being microwaved alive.
I clutched onto my stomach and began to cough nonstop. Shaking from pain, I wiped my hand across my mouth when something gushed out of it. 
“Oh God . . .”
I gasped after I realized that I had coughed out blood. As the Demons’ screams surrounded me, I felt something burst within the confines of my ears. I touched my ears, nearly blacking out as my eardrums popped. Terror struck me when I saw ribbons of blood on my fingers. I peered at my reflection in one of the full-length mirrors in the room and I almost screamed when I saw that there was blood pouring out of my eyes, mouth, and ears. 
Eclipse’s previous warnings about his lethal powers circulated in my mind. This was why he had to dim himself around me. And to think that this was only a portion of his true powers. I couldn’t imagine how my body would react if I were exposed to the entirety of his strength. I was sure that I would be nothing but a speck of dust. I swallowed past my pain as the screams from the Demons amplified.
Eclipse was killing them slowly, painfully, and ruthlessly. 
As the grand finale of his rage, the blood-curdling screams rose to the highest of decibels. And when I felt more blood pour from me, I knew it was all over for them.
“Ahhhhhh!”
All at once, the streak of blue fire completely burned out their eye sockets. With hollowed eyes that were on the verge of death, their bodies were burned in a ball of blue fire before being ripped apart as if they were fabric. Before I knew it, all of the Demons were gone. They became nothing but ashes as their remains fell back down. 
Peacefulness returned to the world when Eclipse brought his hand down and closed his eyes. I had stopped bleeding and Phix and Demon Girl had stopped screaming. We had survived his wrath. When he lifted his eyelids, the aquamarine hue that once saturated his eyes was gone. All that was left were his chocolate brown eyes. His gaze ran over the storm-ravaged room before locking eyes with mine. Worry struck him when he saw my bloodied state. 
Relinquishing the last of his fury, Eclipse rushed over to me.
“Gracie.” 
A flurry of air rolled over me before I was pulled against him. His concerned eyes raked over me. He carefully used the towel he was holding and began to clean my bloodied face. 
“Hey,” he said gently, placing a hand over my cheek. Though his own arm was bleeding profusely, his only concern was for me. “You okay, Teacup?” 
All I could manage to do was nod as my response. I could still taste the blood in my mouth. I was so tired.
Eclipse took a second to pull me closer to him before his focus maneuvered onto the two remaining Demons behind me. Darkness dripped into his eyes when he noted they were still alive.
Well aware that their lives were on borrowed time, the two Demons crawled out from the side and immediately kneeled before him.
“Your Dark Majesty!” the two cried out before Phix continued by himself. “Forgive us! We did not know it was you. If we had known it was you when we first met, then we would’ve prevented all of this from happening!”
“Who are you?!” Eclipse roared at them. “Why are you immune to my powers?!”
“We’ve been waiting for you, your Dark Majesty!” Phix fearfully answered. “We’ve been sent here for you.”
“Who sent you?”
“We’re a gift!” Phix answered again without catching his breath. “A gift from your Elder—Sloth. His Dark Majesty sent us to aid you in your journey to convert the Source.”
Eclipse blinked at them in stupefaction.
He took in my bloodied state and the demolished room around us. After a weighted second of silence, he judgmentally gazed back at them. 
“Some fucking gift the two of you are,” he remarked, voicing what I was thinking.
How could a gift sent to aid us screw up this much? 
With an authoritative tone that rippled with impatience, Eclipse commandingly said, “Clean up this mess, go find us another room, and then start explaining yourselves.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
“And let it all fall to ashes.”

05: A Tree Falls
 
“Ow! That hurts, you jerk!” 
I was on the verge of tears, whimpering just like OinkOink would whenever I ruthlessly threw him into the tub for a shower. We were sitting on the bathroom floor, my arms hung over the bathtub while Demon Girl applied some rubbing alcohol over the open wounds on my back. 
“Mmm! Mmm!”
“Stop being such a crybaby!” Demon Girl chastised, chiding me into a mortifying silence. “I’m almost done.”
Quivering, I had to gnaw on a towel to keep from screaming. 
Demon Girl applied a bit more pressure onto the final cuts before bandaging the last wound. 
“Done,” she announced.
I sighed in relief and used the bathtub as a prop to stand up. I turned to Demon Girl after she tossed the alcohol swabs into the trash. She turned on the faucet and began to wash her hands.  
“Th – thank you,” I said meekly, genuinely meaning it. 
She glowered at me, and I suspected it was because I was using my sweet voice as opposed to my abrasive one. I was a brat during the tending process because I was in pain, so I hoped she wouldn’t be too mad at me. I legitimately wanted to thank her for helping me. I tried to smile even more, to perhaps mend whatever hostility she harbored towards me. Before I could even raise the corner of my lips, she threw a white bathrobe at my face and marched out. Eclipse had assigned her to clean me up and tend to my wounds. Now that she was done, she was voluntarily excusing herself from my company. 
I wrinkled my nose in bitterness. That glaring hyena, I thought immaturely. I didn’t understand her. I was honestly trying to be the bigger person by being friendly. Why was she making it so difficult? Was she mad at me because I punched her earlier in the night? If so, what right did she have to be angry with me when she was the one who attacked me first? I was willing to put it all behind me, so why couldn’t she? 
I agitatedly shook my head and wrapped the white bathrobe around myself. I winced at the aches the simple movement elicited. While knotting the bathrobe belt around my waist, I decided to make peace with Demon Girl by simply moving on. Whatever her problem was, it was hers to deal with. I had more pressing matters to worry about and she was at the bottom of that endless totem pole.
“Bloody fucking hell!” Eclipse thundered the second I walked into the bedroom. 
Terror surged up inside me. Worried about Eclipse, I sped forward to see him sitting on the edge of the bed with Phix standing at his side. Phix had finished tending to most of the wounds on Eclipse’s body and was now stitching up the biggest wound of all—the enormous gash from the glass. 
Nausea gripped me as I watched Phix stick the needle in and out of Eclipse’s muscled arm. After a lengthy period, Phix finally cut the string for the stitches. 
Eclipse freed a tense breath and loosened his strained muscles. He lifted his arm up and inspected the black stitches that weaved in and out of his flesh. Releasing another sharp hiss, he lowered his arm and grumpily said, “Being a Dimmed Demon sucks.” 
The fatigue in Eclipse’s eyes dissolved the moment he rested his attention on me.
“Teacup,” he greeted, his voice brightening. His head motioned for me to sit beside him. “How are you doing?”
“Okay,” I replied, complying with his wishes. I swept across the room and sat on the edge of the bed beside him. Though I felt uneasy given everything that had taken place, I tried to play it off.
“How’s your arm?” he went on to ask, straightening up to sit closer to me.
“It’s okay,” I said honestly. I glimpsed at his stitches. “Not as bad as yours.” I spared a look at Phix and Demon Girl before curiously tilting my head. “Why don’t you have them use their powers to heal you?” 
“Using demonic powers would leave traces behind,” he explained coolly. “Given the amount of power I exerted, it is best to cease any supernatural force for the time being. We do not need to bring more attention to ourselves.”
I inhaled deeply, understanding his reasoning. Regardless, I was still worried about his injury. “Shouldn’t you at least go to a hospital for that? It looks really serious.”
Eclipse shook his head in disapproval. “No. I may be a Dimmed Demon, but I’ll still heal like a regular Demon. It will just take a little while longer.” He smiled reassuringly. “This wound should heal within twenty-four hours, if not less.”
I nodded distractedly, feeling exceptionally uncomfortable talking to him. I couldn’t stop reliving what I had experienced earlier. I couldn’t stop thinking about how I nearly died in his presence. 
Eclipse’s watchful gaze evaluated my demeanor. The way his tantalizing brown eyes ran over my body made me feel as though he had stripped me naked and saw through the façade I was putting up. True to his straightforward nature, Eclipse did not deem it necessary to ignore the obvious.
“You’re afraid of me,” he stated knowingly.
Desperate to hold onto some semblance of a façade, I performed my due diligence and shook my head to lie to him.
Eclipse smiled warily, seeing straight through my act. “We may not have known each other for very long, but I know when you’re uncomfortable around me, Gracie. Judging by how stiff you are, you could rival a steel rod for its job.” His gentle eyes peered down at me, urging me to be upfront. “You’re afraid of me and what took place tonight.”
“A little,” I finally admitted. There was no point in avoiding the truth when he was so adamant on confronting it. I shifted fearfully before saying, “I . . . I’ve had a man three times my size nearly choke me to death when I was six. I’ve had a man twice my size stab me over and over again a couple of days ago, but none of that can equate to the pain I experienced when I felt my body dying. That’s really scary to me. It’s terrifying to know how fragile I am when compared to someone of your . . . caliber.” 
“I get that,” Eclipse whispered, his eyes expressing empathy. A shadow of confliction flittered across his face. For a Prince who was accustomed to millions kneeling before him in fear, I could see that he didn’t fully understand why my fear affected him so much. Frustrated muscles tensed in his body. After another moment of gently appraising me, he quietly added, “Do not be afraid of me. I could wipe out an entire city with the blink of an eye and drown a nation at my will, but the last person I’ll ever hurt is you.”
I smiled hesitantly, numbly accepting his words. I was his “soul mate.” His existence was dependent upon mine; of course I was the last person he would hurt. 
“I know. I’ll be fine,” I assured, truly meaning it. Once I slept through it, I would be fine. I had experienced worse in my little over twenty years of existence. This near-death episode with Eclipse was simply another impediment that I would overcome.
Upon hearing this, Eclipse smirked dryly to himself. He glanced down at me as only a child would when he realized that his playtime with his favorite toy was about to become more limited. 
“From now on it’s going to be even harder to get you to fool around with me, isn’t it?”
I peered up at him, and for the first time that night, I cracked a genuine smile. It was difficult to be melodramatic, especially when you had a sexually charged Demon sitting next to you, more concerned about “fooling around” with you rather than his own injury. 
“I made a pact with myself to resist you at all costs,” I admitted to him in a matter-of-fact tone. 
His eyes widened disbelievingly. 
“Bloody hell,” he breathed out, his handsome face taut with outraged misery. He had the expression of someone contemplating suicide. “I was doing such a good job of warming you up and prepping you for our future marathon too.”
My cheeks turned beet red at his frank words. There was sexual frustration undulating in every word he spoke, and it was enough to conjure up inappropriate images in my mind. Paralyzed with speechlessness, I just gaped at him with a reddening face.
“Awkward . . .” commented two terribly uncomfortable voices a few seconds later.
Eclipse and I turned from one another and faced Phix and Demon Girl. They were staring uneasily at us, no doubt feeling uncomfortable that we were having such an open conversation in front of them. My face reddened even further. I wanted to kill myself. I couldn’t believe two Demons had witnessed our dysfunctional and sexually frustrated relationship. This was so embarrassing.
Relinquishing his focus from me and his newly foiled plan to “warm me up,” Eclipse rested his now embittered attention on the two Demons. Although they had been very helpful in mending our wounds, they had yet to explain themselves. And in Eclipse’s world, this was never tolerable.  
“Ah yes,” Eclipse began gravely. Despite being shirtless with stitches in his arm, he still looked like the most authoritative entity in the room. “You two.”
At the grim tone of his voice, Phix and Demon Girl immediately fell to the floor and kneeled before him, “Yes, your Dark Majesty . . .”
“Thank you both for taking care of us tonight,” Eclipse started diplomatically. “However, since the reason we’re hurt is because of your apparent failed duties, it would be advantageous on your part to give me a very good reason as to why I shouldn’t kill you.” His steel-like eyes locked on them without mercy. “Start from the beginning.”
Fearing for their lives, Phix and Demon Girl did as they were instructed: they started to explain everything to us from the beginning. 
“It began when his Dark Majesty came to me several nights back,” Phix began quietly, referring to Sloth. “His Dark Majesty came back to Hell and instructed me to go to the human world on a highly covert assignment to aid a Dark Majesty. I asked him what my mission was, but he merely said that it was to help his brother—that when I met you in South Korea, I’d know what my duties were.” 
“Didn’t you at least know what Eclipse looks like?” I asked from the side.
“Unless you’re part of a Dark Majesty’s immediate royal court, there is no way you’d know what a Prince looks like,” Eclipse answered for Phix before stoically motioning for the Demon to go on.
Phix swallowed nervously and continued with his story. “Since I was a bit—pardon my language—screwed in terms of not knowing what the youngest Prince looked like and what my duty was, I set out with my friend here and embarked on the blindest mission I could have possibly been given. We meandered through the country and eventually stumbled upon the Demons at the inn.” Phix took in a strained breath. “In an effort to not endanger ourselves or give away that we were sent on a task to aid a Dark Majesty—I mean, it was obvious that these Demons were working against the established monarchy—we lied and told them that we were just wandering Demons.” 
“Do you know anything about those Demons?” asked Eclipse.
“The Demons at the inn have been wandering around this area for a while. They are very big on recruiting new Demons by taking advantage of lost souls who were unfortunate enough to stumble into the area they preside over. Long story short, we were forced into joining the colony. As our initiation, we had to prove ourselves by taking part in the recruiting process. We had been ‘working’ with these Demons for several days, trying to figure out how to escape when we met the two of you.”
Phix peered at Eclipse with apologetic eyes. “When I met you at check-in, there was something about you that made me fear you instantly. I really thought you were the Dark Majesty I was sent here to aid, but since there was nothing about you that indicated you were a Demon, I vetoed that thought.” He eyed me with warm eyes. “I thought you were a cool girl, especially when we spoke at the vending machine. I didn’t want to hurt the two of you, which was unusual because I couldn’t care less about the other humans. However, because we were being watched by the other Demons, we had to bring you to them.” 
He looked back and forth between the two of us before staring at Eclipse for his verdict. 
“So that’s it, your Dark Majesty,” Phix said conclusively, his face nervous from explaining everything. Even Demon Girl, who had been quiet all throughout the storytelling, was looking awfully tense. “That’s the whole truth. We’re both sorry for everything that happened. If I had known it was you since the very beginning, then I would’ve done something to warn you and get you both out long ago.” He dipped his head lower in shame. “However you choose to punish me, I will understand.”
“I really should kill you for this,” Eclipse muttered, glancing at his stitched up arm. “The Demons in my Kingdom would rather have their necks sliced than have one part of me get cut open like this.”
“I know, sir,” Phix replied shakily, his voice rippling with dread. “You getting hurt to this degree is an offense that is punishable by death.”
His glaring companion gasped, holding a terrified hand to her mouth. She gawked at Eclipse in sheer horror. “You’re going to kill us?!” 
“You’re going to kill them?” I asked, moving my gaze to him as well. Eclipse was a hothead, but much like myself, he was also a rational and logical individual. He was pissed at them, but I doubted he would actually resort to killing them. The punishment simply wouldn’t fit the crime.
Before giving Eclipse a chance to answer her, Demon Girl’s face had already twisted in misery. Having already come to her own conclusion, her shoulders fell to a slump. 
“Oh God, you’re going to kill us,” she voiced dejectedly. 
“No, of course I’m not going to kill you,” Eclipse retorted in aggravation. He pointed at his wounded body. “Do you see the pitiful state I’m in? I’m getting hurt left and right. With everything happening, I’m going to need all the help I can get. Now stop kneeling in front of me like miserable puppies and go grab chairs to sit on.”
“Yes!” the two Demons cheered in happiness. “Hell yes!” 
Exhaling in relief, they shot to their feet, ran to the nearby chairs, and promptly sat across from us, their faces beaming now that they had been absolved by Eclipse. 
“It would make sense that my Elder would send someone to help me,” Eclipse murmured to me.
“Well, he is too lazy to do it himself,” I supplied with amusement. Considering that they were the very spawns of Satan, it was endearing to see Sloth display such caring attributes for his baby brother.
Eclipse’s brow creased in interest when another thought emerged in his mind. He returned his focus to Phix and Demon Girl. “Before I killed that Demon, he was talking about a new dynasty threatening my own. You were in their midst for a while. What’s all of that about?”
“I don’t know,” Phix told him honestly. “While searching for you, we stumbled onto them and they basically forced us to join them. The leader in this colony is San, but from what I gathered, there are other colonies throughout the country. San answers to a higher power—that’s all I know.”
“How many souls have they converted?”
“A lot. Some of the Demons you killed were newly converted Demons.”
My eyes stretched out. Some of the Demons who found enjoyment in seeing others get tortured were once human? A troubling sensation raked over my body. The thought of a human being so demonic and cruel was unsettling. Does one change that much after becoming a Demon? 
I studied Eclipse and grew more curious when I noticed that his expression remained unfazed with all this information. He only looked curious, not concerned. 
“You’re not worried?” I asked pointblank.
“There are Demons looking to overpower my father’s monarchy everyday.” He scoffed to himself, clearly recalling the war that he waged against the monarchy. “Since I couldn’t succeed, I highly doubt anyone else will be able to.” Another glow of curiosity swept over his visage. “Which reminds me. Speaking of newly converted Demons . . .” His eyes traveled to Demon Girl, who blushed when his attention was fully on her. I rolled my eyes. Even without trying to be, Eclipse was a force to be reckoned with when it came to charming women. “Why is there a baby Demon here to aid me?”
“I recently collected her soul,” Phix said proudly, while Demon Girl removed her gaze from Eclipse and promptly turned to glare at him. “She’s a newly converted Demon.”
“Ah,” Eclipse responded. It made no sense to me, but it made every sense to him. “That’s why she’s here.”
“Why is she here?” I asked unthinkingly. 
I started to scrutinize her again, but paused when a familiarity about her gripped me. Whilst in the inn, I didn’t get the opportunity to truly assess her facial features. Now that I could see her face under the bright lighting, Demon Girl was starting to look remarkably familiar. I mentally did away with the heavy black eyeliner and ignored the glued-on-glare she seemed to have. My eyebrows went up, and I gasped loudly when I realized who she resembled. It felt impossible, but the resemblance was uncanny.
“She looks like Coco Cho!” I screamed out, sharing my findings with the rest of the room. My eyes widened like saucers. “The famous lead actress from Tears of the Rainbow!”
“I am,” she declared tightly, returning her glare to me. 
My jaw dropped in utter shock. Coco Cho was a twenty-three-year-old actress who died alone in her hotel room a few weeks ago. The cause of her death came back inconclusive, but many purported that she may have died from a drug overdose. Whatever the reason, it was astounding that she was actually in front of me, glaring at me like I was her long lost nemesis. It suddenly made sense why she harbored so much resentment for me. It was because I dissed her acting performance in front of her! 
“Coco sold her soul to me for fame and fortune six years ago,” Phix cheerily explained, blissfully ignoring the hostility coursing out of Coco. “I just collected her soul a few weeks ago. She’s very new.”
Disregarding Coco Cho’s evil eye, I glanced up at Eclipse with uncertainty. In spite of feeling star struck—and disenchanted that this celebrity was such a terribly mean person in real life—I didn’t understand the value for her in the scheme of our affairs. 
“Why is she here if she’s a new Demon? Will she even be able to help us?”
“Brand new Demons need extreme guidance, especially during their first few months,” Eclipse explained, sparing a look at Coco and Phix. “They have a lot to learn, and every brand new Demon is to follow their Creator to learn the ways of the new life. If she goes without her Creator, then she will die because he is the only one who can teach her the ways. She may be a brand new Demon, but she can be helpful when needed.” 
“He sucks as a Creator,” Coco interjected indignantly, her taut face tightening with more abhorrence for Phix. I now understood why Phix said she was pissed at him because they were in an “arranged marriage.” There was no worse arranged marriage than to be stuck with a Demon as your Creator for the remainder of your eternity. 
Phix frowned at Coco, offended by her blunt opinion of him. “I wouldn’t have chosen your soul if I had the choice.”
“I wouldn’t have given my soul to you if I knew I was going to be stuck with you for all eternity,” she griped angrily. “You should’ve warned me of all the conditions.”
“You were making a deal with a Demon,” Phix harshly deadpanned. “What did you expect at the end? A walk in the park?”
Her face turned scarlet, both from embarrassment and anger. “Well—”
“Enough,” Eclipse snapped, his eyes gleaming with annoyance. He wasn’t going to kill them, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t pissed at them and that certainly didn’t mean he was going to tolerate them bickering in front of him. “You two are giving me a headache. I already have to deal with six baby midgets and a puppy that sounds like a dying seal when he barks—I don’t need to hear the two of you bicker like chickens. Not to mention I’m still pissed off about what happened earlier. So get out of my room and fix the damn car on your way out. Whatever hex you two placed on it, fix it now so we can drive it in the morning.”
“We didn’t do anything though!” Coco shouted in indignation, finally taking a stand against Eclipse. She was not about to take responsibility for screwing up something that she had no part in. “Phix was training me to screw your car over, but before I could get an incantation out, the crappy car died by itself!”
Eclipse scowled while I felt my face flush.
“That piece of shit car actually died without any supernatural interference?” Eclipse asked in an incredulous tone.
The two Demons bobbed their heads in confirmation. 
“Why are you even driving that car, your Dark Majesty?” Phix inquired in confusion. He didn’t understand why one of his Dark Majesties would drive something so unworthy. 
Even Coco agreeably added, “Yeah, it’s so puny and unreliable.” 
She cast a glare at me, and I had the sinking feeling that she was not only describing my car, but also me. Finally at my wits end with her and her endless glares, I did the immature thing: my eyes morphed into bitter slits and I glared back. That assbutt.

“Fix the car anyway,” Eclipse instructed firmly, blushing faintly while ignoring their words. He stood up from the bed, strode over to the door, opened it, and jutted his head towards the hall. It was his “subtle” way of dismissing them. “Fix the crappy car, fix all the mess that was created here, and when you’re done, drive the damn car back to Seoul. Leave now before I change my mind and decide to kill you.”
“Yes, your Dark Majesty,” they responded respectfully, knowing when to make their exit. Eclipse had just pardoned them from execution; they were not going to risk him changing his mind. Giving him a bow, they scurried off like chickens, bickering on the way out. 
An oppressive silence suspended over us after they left. This apprehensive feeling settled in my stomach as I watched Eclipse close the door and approach the window. The glass was now streaking with heavy droplets of rain. Even from the bed, I could see the remnants of smoke hovering in the air—a reminder to us of what Eclipse did earlier in the night. 
“That was a lot of power you used,” I commented, listening closely to the rumbling skies. It felt like it was warning us of another impending storm.
“I know,” he said softly, regretfully. “But they could not live. The moment they found out you were a Source and the moment they found out I was a Dark Majesty, they had to die.”
Although I understood his motivations for killing them, I could not shake this ominous feeling inside me. Eclipse was not the type of person to feel regret. The fact that he did unnerved me greatly.
“What do we do now?” I asked, breathing past the fear that rendered me handicapped. I had expected hiccups on this trip, but not something as calamitous as this. Seeing that this was only our first night of what was expected to be a long weekend, this trip was not looking good.
“We have to continue to Serenity,” he said carefully, watching as the strings of smoke curled up into the rain clouds. “We’ve come too far and been through too much to turn back now.” He gazed at me as bolts of lightning illuminated the stormy world outside. With a worried expression, he added, “I used up too much power here. I cannot use anymore during the rest of the trip. From this moment forth, we travel as humans. Nothing more, nothing less.”
“Are we okay for now then?” I questioned, ignoring the nervous pounding of my heart.
A long pause escaped him before he said, “We’re fine.”
I should’ve known that he was lying to protect me; I should’ve taken it as a sign. 
Eclipse massacred fifty Demons in a matter of seconds. 
There is an old saying that asks: If a tree falls in a forest and no one is around to hear it, does it make a sound?
In Eclipse’s case, it wasn’t a tree that fell, but a bomb that detonated. From the looks of everything—from the loud rumbling in the skies to the dark clouds coming in—I surmised that the rest of the world heard this destruction loud and clear.





 
 
 
 
 
 
“Let’s give all of creation a meaningful death.”

06: The Train to Serenity
 
We were more careful as we boarded the train the next morning.
After Eclipse and I handed Phix the keys to the Rav4, Eclipse instructed him to clean up the mess at the inn, eradicate any trace of us being there, and of course, fix the car. While Phix was busy doing all of this, Coco was also instructed to stop by a store and buy us snacks and emergency supplies for the trip ahead. Due to the fact that we had no car and because we were on a time-sensitive schedule, Eclipse suggested that we take the train to cut down on our travel time. 
Though it would’ve been convenient to have Phix and Coco travel with us, Eclipse and I decided that it was best to keep them as far away from us as possible on this trip. As Demons with their full life force, it would be too easy for other Demons to detect them, and in turn, compromise the entire journey. The last thing we wanted was to attract more Demons. The fewer people we traveled with, the better. Given the events of last night, there was no more room for error. 
I sat back in my train seat and drank in the world that glimmered around me. 
With tracks that streamed through the expanse of the rural countryside, this particular train was privately built and maintained by a very affluent family who lived in the wealthier parts of Serenity. The family created the train so that they, along with their wealthy friends, could commute for their business affairs in style. Since it was privately owned, Eclipse and I initially had some trouble in our attempt to acquire train tickets. In order to travel on this train, one had to be a member. Seeing that neither Eclipse nor I were members, we were not getting on—that was until Eclipse used his powers of mind control to convince the ticket attendant to make a one-time exception. Assuring me that this was definitely the last time he would use his powers on this trip, Eclipse grabbed the tickets and hurried us to our train.
With only a few travelers aboard, Eclipse and I were given complete privacy as the train commenced its commute. 
I had never ridden on a train, so it felt extremely nice to be separated from the public and to be able to enjoy the peaceful view in private. Although the skies outside were gloomy, it made the ride inside the lavish and spacious train feel more enjoyable. It was relaxing to sit back in a chair and watch as the world passed me by. I would have enjoyed the ride even more if my traveling companion didn’t look so down. Under normal circumstances, Eclipse’s pensive and quiet behavior wouldn’t cause much concern for me. However, given our dire situation—where we were being attacked by nameless evil entities—every time Eclipse got lost in thought, it was indeed a cause for concern. 
A long stretch of silence hovered over us before I drew him out of his contemplative state. 
“Why do you keep staring up at the skies?” 
Eclipse steered his attention from the rain-pattered window and rested his gaze on me. We were seated across from one another with a gilded table centered between us. We had just finished eating the delicious lunch that was a specialty of the train’s chef. Although I enjoyed the incredible food, I found it difficult to keep down because of my unease. 
Upon seeing the apprehension on my face, Eclipse offered me a light smile. It was a smile employed to reassure me and make me feel better, but I wasn’t convinced. Eclipse was worried about something, and by default, I should be worried too.
“Is everything okay?” I went on to ask, nervously playing with my gold fork over the fine china.
“You know how when you look at the sky, you can forecast what the weather will be like?” he finally began as rain continued to pound against the window beside us. The soft, melodic music playing within the confines of the train faded further into the background when he spoke. 
I nodded.
“The truth is that in addition to forecasting the weather, if you pay close attention, you can also forecast what’s going on with the world around you.”
Fascination illumed in my eyes. “Oh?”
He smiled evenly, his eyes teeming with a wisdom that was far beyond my understanding of the world I inhabited. His eyes traveled back to the skies. I followed his gaze and rested my attention on the dark clouds that hung like spider webs over our world, leaving us with a day that was too dark to be called an afternoon. 
“The skies are very dependent upon the mood of powerful entities. It catches echoes, voices, and residual aftershocks of events that occur throughout the world. Above and below, everything filters into those clouds and percolates there. If you listen closely, and if you are gifted with the extraordinary ability to thread all those aftershocks together and form a pattern with them, then you can even begin to hear whispers.”
Uneasiness dripped into my very being. All of a sudden, the dark clouds appeared ominously wiser than I had ever given them credit for. “What’s going on right now?” 
“The amount of power I exerted last night . . . ” he told me, his jaw clenching together. “Some powerful entities around the world have caught scent of it. Now, they’re all wondering what happened last night, where it all originated from, and what it all means.”
An alarm triggered inside me. Concerned, I turned back to face him. “Do they know that you’re the one behind it?”
He shook his head. “No. For those who are aware of my predicament as a Fallen Demon, many are under the belief that I’m still imprisoned in my Kingdom. They do not know that I’m out and about, much less that I’m with a Source. For the vast majority, all they know is that a powerful entity is walking the earth. They do not know where the force of the power originated from, they do not know who it originated from, and they most certainly do not know what it all means. They are just very curious, and in this world, powerful entities do not take pleasure in being in the dark. They relish in being able to get answers.” 
“Do you think some would be able to track you down?” I asked, my mind running through all the possibilities in which these entities could find us. “Like you said yesterday, won’t your powers leave traces behind?”
“I’m not worried.” His tone was truly unconcerned. “The powers I exerted last night may have caught the attention of some, but it wasn’t powerful enough to be traced to me. It can only be traced back to me if I was walking around with that same amount of power. Since I’m a Dimmed Demon that got rid of the majority of my powers last night, even if someone tried to track me down, they would not be able to find me. I also don’t plan on using anymore of my powers on this trip so it’s all taken care of.” A bitter smile curved on his lips. “For all intents and purposes, I’m nothing but human right now.” 
Relief coursed into my psyche. 
“You must feel miserable to not be able to use your powers,” I murmured lightly, finally feeling at ease with his answer. 
Eclipse grinned, expelling the somber and serious mood he was in. In a graceful movement that was reminiscent of a tiger preparing to attack its prey, he got up from his seat and slid into mine. He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me into a warm embrace. 
“That’s why you should endeavor to make my stay here a bit more bearable,” he crooned gently, grazing his lips over my cheek. “How about a small peck to make it all better?”
“So you can pounce on me in a semi-empty train?” I retorted, displaying pure survival instincts by squirming out of his hold. I was trying to stay alive on this trip. Dying from an orgasm was not going to be the death of me. “I don’t think so.”
A warm chuckle flowed from him as he pressed his back against the red velvet seat. The muscles under his dark gray dress shirt rippled subtly when he did this. His amused smile then changed into an impressed one. 
“You’re not afraid, Teacup?” he prompted with intrigue, his eyes appraising my calm demeanor. “That was a pretty crazy night.”
“I am,” I admitted, staring outside to catch sight of some grayish black fog move over the green countryside, “but I think I’m in shock more. Everything still feels surreal.”
“From what the baby Demons told me, you were quite the hero last night. Saving your fellow humans and battling Demons all by yourself.” A low laugh reverberated off the train walls. “And here I thought you were going to be the damsel in distress.” He laughed his head off when another thought tickled his mind. “I can’t believe you were carrying holy water in your bathrobe the entire time. You are such an adorably paranoid human.” 
“Did you think I was going to walk around empty-handed after being cornered by Lyna in the maze?” I countered defensively. I might be a powerless human being, but that didn’t mean I planned on going down without a fight. “After that incident, I stocked up on as much holy water as I could. Paranoid or not, it came in handy when I needed it.” My eyes sharpened when I recalled the image of Preppy Glasses abandoning me in my time of need. “I can’t believe those couples though. That bastard—well, actually all of them—left me when I risked my life to save them.”
“Did you really expect them to risk their lives for you?” Eclipse inquired critically. His mocking tone indicated that he wasn’t the least bit surprised by this cowardly act. “Didn’t you learn anything from God’s relationship with all of you? Humans are the creatures with the highest disappointment rate of all. Trusting a human to be selfless is like trusting a starving lion to not eat you—it is not within their nature.”
“What happened to you anyway?” I asked him instead, steering the conversation away from the shortcomings of the human race and onto his own shortcoming. “You were missing the entire night. When I did see you, you slept like you were dead. Did they put a sleeping spell over you or something?”
An intrigued brow arched. “If you saw me sleeping, then it must mean that you walked into the bathroom when I was in the bathtub . . . completely and utterly naked.” An enticing light gleamed in his brown eyes, sending jolts of warm electricity to surge throughout my body. Suddenly, the black jeans and pink jacket I had on felt too suffocating against my skin. “Did you see anything you liked, Teacup?”
“I didn’t look,” I said slowly, remembering how stiff I was when I walked in. It took all my self-control to only pay attention to his upper body as opposed to his lower body in that tub. I was lucky that it was extremely steamy in there. I couldn’t see anything even if I wanted to. 
“You didn’t look?” he asked incredulously. His offended eyes peered at me like I had visited Paris and didn’t see the iconic Eiffel Tower. His seductive charms metamorphosed into a confused one. “You had the very entity that embodies masculine virility, sexual fantasies, and unbridled lust lying there, unconscious and naked, yours for the taking . . . and you didn’t take advantage of me by looking and seeing what’s so extravagant about me?”
“No,” I answered stoically, feigning disinterest. Although my insides were bursting with need for him, I refused to outwardly show it. “My first vision of a naked man will be of my future husband, not the Demon of Lust who gives me nosebleeds and nearly killed me by making blood pour from my eyes.”
Something that I had never seen lit up in his eyes at my words: jealousy. 
“Ah yes, that future husband thing again?” His eyes turned critical. “Don’t you get tired of chasing after something so impossible? How’d that thing with your last future husband work out for you, Teacup? What was his name again? DonKi Kong? Did you guys ever go out on a second date?”
I gasped internally at the venom in his words. Who did he think he was? How dare he bring up that shady DonKi?
“How about you stop going off topic and answer the original question?” I prompted dryly.
“Which was what exactly?” he asked just as dryly, his patience with me wearing thin. “My newfound aggravation with you and your hypothetical future husband seemed to have clouded my memory.”
“Where were you last night?” I incited again.
“I didn’t smoke the entire day,” he finally revealed in an exasperated tone.
“So?”
He smirked, folding his arms over his chest. “I’ve told you before that smoking calms me down. I was busy being pissed off at your car so I didn’t smoke the entire day. Because of this, I was very agitated and stressed out. By the time I got into that bathtub, I was exhausted. I was knocked out in the tub for a while as my body recuperated from the day we had. When I woke up and saw you were gone, I ran my ass out and tried to find you. I went right to the vending machines and kitchen because I figured the only thing you’d leave the room for was food.”
My face reddened into the hue of a tomato. Unaware of the embarrassment coloring my cheeks, he spurred on. 
“When I couldn’t find you in either place, I knew something was wrong. It didn’t take me long to realize that the place must have had a veil over it. It wasn’t until I used my own powers to override the veil that I was able to find where they were holding you.” He shrugged carelessly. “You know the rest of the story from there.”
“You’re really not afraid of what happened at the inn?” I continued to ask. For whatever reason, I was really affected by what San said. I couldn’t fathom Eclipse not sharing that concern. “You’re really not concerned about the things San said?”
“I wasn’t fazed by it last night,” he began with a sigh, getting serious now, “but after having some time to mull over it, I’m having second thoughts.” 
My instincts were right. I was correct to be concerned. “Why are you having second thoughts?”
“Because of the veil he placed over you,” he shared warily. “The force field he wrapped around the room prevented someone from seeking who they wanted to seek. Does that type of veil not sound familiar to you?”
An upsurge of knowledge flooded over my senses. “Isn’t that the same veil you and your Elders placed over me?”
He nodded. “Veils are very complicated things to cast. Only an extremely powerful entity would know how to cast such a spell. Even I’m learning how to do it. San is a strong Demon, but he should not have possessed the power to cast such a spell—not unless his Creator is a very powerful Demon and not unless his Creator was able to give San a portion of that power.” 
A sardonic smile played on Eclipse’s lips. “I do not doubt that there are Demons planning to overthrow the monarchy. Things like that happen everyday. What’s interesting about this particular group is the capabilities they have, namely the ability to execute a complicated veil that is far beyond their understanding. In any case, I am not entirely worried. Whoever or whatever is behind the event at the inn no longer concerns us. Since we killed everyone at the inn, I’m sure we lost them.”
I nodded, prepared to ask something else when I noticed that the grayish black fog I observed earlier was now moving closer to the train. 
“Doesn’t that look really creepy?” I asked unthinkingly, my eyes transfixed on the fog that appeared sorely out of place, even under the ashen and gloomy sky.
“What?” Eclipse asked with disinterest.
I pointed. The black fog was coming closer and closer to the train. “Look at all that fog coming in.”
From beside me, Eclipse averted his attention to the window. I could feel his gaze follow my finger and rest on the black fog that surrounded the train tracks. Suddenly, his whole body stiffened in vigilance.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, uncertainty seizing my shaking body. 
Without answering my question, he whipped around in his seat. His watchful eyes charted the expanse of the train. 
“Do you hear that?” he asked, his voice hardening with alertness. 
I listened.
Nothing.
No rustling, no clattering, no voices, no music, and no sign of life. All I could hear was the beating of my own worried heart. 
“No,” I whispered, the color draining from my face. 
“Exactly,” he replied. “It’s too quiet.”
“Eclipse?” I called hesitantly, my body freezing up in utter fear. I felt like I was in some horror movie where an axe murderer was going to pop out at any second. 
“Stay here,” he ordered distractedly, moving away from me. 
With the agility of an animal, he propelled quietly from his seat. Every part of his body on high alert, he gradually made his way down the hall, edging to the corner to keep from being seen. He continued to walk silently down towards the next section of the train. Once his feet stepped on the motion detector, the dividing door slid open, allowing him passage into the next zone. 
Creak.
Creak.
Creak.
Feeling my heart in my throat, I watched him with anticipation. We were both so quiet that the only sounds that could be heard was the creaking sound of the train running over the tracks, lurching us back and forth as it made its curvy turns. My unblinking eyes shadowed his movements. I watched him stick his head out into the next room. Just as he moved away from my vantage point, I saw something else from my peripheral vision that nearly had my soul jumping out of my body. 
Whooooooosh!
An enormous cloud of black smoke swept past my window with the velocity of a speeding bullet, flying in the direction Eclipse was headed in. Panic overriding my senses, I jumped out of my seat and clutched a hand over my palpitating heart. I was trying to register the shock in my frenzied mind when I caught sight of Eclipse running back towards me at full speed. 
Alarm colored his face when he reached me. 
“Eclipse!” I stuttered, fearfully pointing at the window. “Ther-there’s a black smoke that just flew—!” 
“They’re all dead.”
I stopped mid-sentence and gaped at him in elevated horror. “What?”

“Everyone on the train is dead. The black smokes are Demons. There are Demons on the train,” he explained urgently. “We have to run. We have to go now!”
“What?!” I screamed, registering that we were stuck on a train filled with Demons. You didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to deduce that they were either here for me or Eclipse. Since we had become two peas in a pod, we were screwed either way. 
“Use your powers and kill them,” I commanded desperately, my voice rising to a shriek. What would possess him to think that we could outrun Demons? And on a moving train for that matter? Why couldn’t he make things simpler for us and do what he did last night?
“I can’t,” he said tautly. Mortification flushed on his usually arrogant face. With pained effort, he laboriously added, “I ran out of my powers.”
I gawked at him with dubious eyes. “I thought you said you can’t use your powers because you didn’t want to run the chance of having it traced back to you? I thought it was voluntary that you weren’t planning to use your powers?”
“No.” He gave me an unsettling smile that was lined with bitterness for his state in life. “I was embarrassed, so I lied. The truth is that I literally ran out of my powers. I used the very last of it on the ticket attendant. I’m barely a Demon right now.”
I thought I was going to have a heart attack when I digested the meaning behind his words. “You’re human right now?”
“Nearly,” he amended with a stiff and weak smile. “I’m 99% human right now.”
All the nerves in my body went into full panic mode at the confirmation that my all-powerful Guardian Demon was now as powerless as I was. 
Shit.
Holy shit.
“Eclipse,” I prompted, trying to impress on him the dire predicament we were in. “We’re on a moving train and we’re both humans right now attempting to fight against Demons. Do you not see how suicidal this is? What do you suggest we do to survive?”
He offered a halfhearted shrug at my query. “Do you know how to fight?”
“No,” I responded with a squeak.
Eclipse gave me an apologetic smile that would’ve melted my heart—that was if my heart wasn’t about to fall out of my ass in fear. 
“Well, you will learn today. Show me what you got when you faced a room filled with Demons, Teacup. Now run!” 
“I have holy water and salt in my backpack!” I shouted before Eclipse was able to pull me away with him.
At my words, Eclipse paused mid-run, whipped around, and ran to our backpacks. He was an inch away from latching onto our backpacks when a powerful force thundered through the train, causing Eclipse to go flying back.
Crack!
Akin to being hit by an oncoming semi-truck, Eclipse’s body flew towards the window on the other side of the train at full force, battering into it with brutality. The menacing sound of skin and bones colliding with glass filled my ears, shocking me into motion. I hurried to Eclipse as the window splintered into several different roots of impact. As the thundering sound subsided, Eclipse fell down onto the table with a resounding thud!

“Crap. Crap. Crap,” I voiced, helping him sit up on the nearly demolished table. 
Sucking in a sharp hiss, Eclipse locked his eyes with me. 
The expression in his eyes said it all: he was stunned. I didn’t imagine the Prince of Hell had ever been knocked around in his life. This was certainly not something he was accustomed to. With a cursed groan, he jumped off the table and shook off the excess pain. Injured or not, there were still Demons that we had to outrun, and Eclipse was never one to be subservient to pain. 
“Let’s go.”
We were getting ready to take off when I felt my nerves turn rigid. A cold draft entered the room, indicating to my human body that something evil had entered my life. 
Demons. 
My first encounter with these Demons was about to begin.
“They’re here,” I whispered fearfully, my eyes glued on the mechanical dividing door across from us.
Boom! 
The mechanical door burst open, sending shards of metal flying in our direction. Eclipse and I ducked down in time before anything could spear through us. Once we determined that the coast was clear of flying objects, we stood back up, staring cautiously at the entryway that was filled with smoke from the destruction.
On cue, as the smoke began to dissolve into the air, six “men” appeared in the train car across from us. 
They were tall, fit, and dressed in impeccable Italian black suits. Their faces were tattooed with intricate, black symmetrical curves and lines that covered the expanse of their faces and bald heads. These Demons couldn’t have looked more like savages in civilian’s clothing. 
The leader of the group stood several inches taller than the rest. Whereas the other five Demons wore black ties, he wore a blood red one. With every advancing step he took, the remaining five shadowed closely behind him. It was difficult to surmise their age, as the intricate tattoos over their faces did well to detract from their facial features. The Demons looked like they ranged from late twenties to early thirties. However, since they were immortal Demons, I heavily doubted they were that young. 
“Now, now. I wouldn’t recommend doing anything foolish, kids,” Red Tie taunted as the train continued at full speed, his accent hinting that he was of British descent. He appraised our stance, noticing that we were about to run. “You cannot get far now that we’re here.”
Their obsidian dark eyes locked with mine.
A sadistic grin outlined Red Tie’s thin lips as all six walked over to us. The leader’s next statement sent chills throughout my entire body. 
“We’ve been looking all over for you, Grace.” He smirked when he saw our eyes enlarge in shock. “You didn’t think that San would let it get lost that he had secured the most coveted soul of the new millennium, did you?” He chuckled as the color drained from my face. “What did you think that pail of water in the middle of the room was for?” He pompously kicked what sounded like a dead body out of his way before embarking onto our section of the train. “That was his phone call to us. We got word that he had somehow stumbled upon the infamous six-year-old murderer.” 
Dark fury stirred in his eyes.
“Unfortunately, San’s call to us was disconnected after we found out that he had you in his possession. When we went to find you at the inn, it came to our attention that you had escaped. Luckily for us, the scent for such a coveted soul like yours does not dissipate like other souls.”
Although I was relieved that San’s call was “disconnected” before he found out I was a Source (and that Eclipse was a Prince of Hell), it still did not make me feel entirely better because these Demons had found me nevertheless. 
Clearly sensing my distress, Eclipse stood protectively in front of me. With or without his powers, he was not going to allow them to hurt me. 
Eclipse’s exhibition of defense did not deter them. They kept advancing along the train’s aisle, their pace slow and certain. They were getting closer when Red Tie reached his pale hand out and motioned for me to come to him. 
“Do not make this harder than it has to be,” he said to me. “Come with us and perhaps we’ll go easy on your boyfriend.”
Eclipse locked hands with me. Even as a Demon who was 99% human, he wasn’t going to allow these Demons to get to me without a good hard fight. 
“Let’s make this harder than it has to be, Gracie,” Eclipse said boldly, his vigilant eyes on them as his grip on my hand tightened. “We can probably outrun these bastards.”
“I wouldn’t advise it, boy,” Red Tie admonished, his stoic eyes trained on our interlocking hands. “If you run, then we would have to forcefully reel you back to us. And let me tell you, the two of you would not stand a chance against us. Don’t bother running. It would only piss us off and spell more trouble for you.”
“I’m pretty sure I can outrun, outplay, and outwit all of you bald eagles,” Eclipse mocked coolly. 
I had to give it to him. Even as a Dimmed Demon who had lost his powers, his arrogance knew no bounds.
A sneer met their lips. With a menacing smirk aim at Eclipse, all six lifted their hands and whispered an incantation that had me holding my breath in dread. I just knew it. They were going to send us flying into captivity at any moment . . .
We waited for the inevitable, our hearts racing without signs of slowing down.
Creak.
Creak.
Creak.
The train kept running at full speed, now moving past a few houses and even a cathedral in the distance. Everything in our immediate world remained the same, including how we were standing. 
Eclipse and I blinked at one another in confusion. 
Uh, why weren’t we being pulled towards them? 
It was only after a few stupid seconds of us staring expectantly at them that Eclipse and I realized that these Demons, for whatever reason, had no powers at their disposal.
The Demons exchanged bewildered looks. 
The mystification splayed across their faces corroborated our assumptions that there was something wrong with their powers. The next thing they voiced further confirmed that perhaps we weren’t as powerless as we once thought. 
“Why don’t our powers work?!”
This was our opportunity.
“Gracie!” Eclipse shouted, tugging me with him as we ran for our lives. “Let’s go!”



 
 
 
 
 
 
“For there is no greater honor than to die for their sun and moon.”

07: 99% Human
 
Eclipse’s grip on me tightened as we stormed into the next section of the train. Upon entering, we were greeted with the sight of six businessmen lying dead in their seats. Several workers were also sprawled on the floor. Their eyes were burned out, hollowed with nothing but darkness.
“Oh God . . .”
To keep from gagging at the horrendous sight, I turned away and skittered like a cockroach from them. Aware of the nausea that was engulfing me, Eclipse picked up the pace and bulldozed me out of that godforsaken room and brought me to the emptier sections of the train. 
As Eclipse and I ran, I could see the six Demons from a distance, screaming about why their powers did not work. 
“Damn it! My powers won’t work!”
“Shut up! Worry about that later!”
“Hurry and get them!”
The entire time that we bolted through the train, all I could think about was how on earth did those Demons track me down? Wasn’t there supposed to be a veil over me, preventing them from being able to find me? How did they bypass the veil? 
No answers came—just more questions and more reasons to panic.
We continued to run and although we were losing them, I knew, just as Eclipse knew, that being on a train only meant that we were only delaying our encounter with them. We were never going to lose them until the train officially came to its stop. If it were up to me, I would keep running for as long as I could to hold them off. However, I could discern that Eclipse’s pride was getting aggravated. 
“I’m going to fight them,” Eclipse abruptly announced, bringing outrage to my face.
“Are you crazy?” I blurted out in disbelief. “Aren’t you human right now?”
“So are they,” he promptly responded. “They have lost all their powers. Right now they are humans, just like us. If I fight them, it wouldn’t be a suicide mission. We’d actually have a chance.”
“You’re injured!” I reminded, pointing at his arm wound. I would rather keep running than force a confrontation with those Demons. “There are six of them and one of you. Demons or not, they still outnumber you!”
“Have some faith, Teacup,” was all Eclipse said before he let go of my hand and pushed me behind him. 
I tripped through the dividing door into the next section of the train, nearly smacking my head against the wall. 
“Eclipse, don’t!” I shouted.
 But it was too late.
Once he saw that I was safely in the next area of the train, he wasted no time in sprinting down the aisle. He flew across the columns of chairs and ran back in the opposite direction. The dividing door to the further wing of the train slid open, revealing the six Demons running through it. They were given the perfect view of me on the opposite wing, standing dumbly by myself. Unaware that Eclipse was waiting off to the side and running atop the seats, the Demons were defenseless when they picked up pace through the aisle.
Bam!
Without warning, Eclipse utilized the momentum of his sprint and jumped off a window as support. Soaring over them like a rocket, he performed a spin kick in mid-air that sent three Demons plummeting to the floor. 
“Augh!”   
Upon landing back onto the floor of the moving train, Eclipse swiftly took his silk blue tie off and held each end with his hands. 
Eclipse smirked as the remaining three Demons hopped over their fallen comrades and rushed towards him. 
“Let’s have some fun,” he uttered.
With the precision of a skilled warrior, he charged at the remaining Demons with his peculiar weapon. At first the three Demons, who were being led by Red Tie, gave an entertained laugh at Eclipse. However, when he began to school them on the skills of improvisation, their expressions changed drastically. 
His face stoic and focused, Eclipse ducked when the fourth and fifth Demons swung their fists at him. He swooped below them with ease before rising back up and snaking his tie around the fourth Demon’s neck. 
“Oh shi—”
A stunned gasp escaped from the Demon as Eclipse tightened the tie, crouched down, and sent the guy flying over his shoulder. The Demon sailed into the air and banged into the windows with an earsplitting crash. I could hear bones vibrate when that Demon fell back against the gilded tables. 
Without slowing the momentum of his attacks, Eclipse repositioned the ends of his tie back around his hands. 
He eyed the fifth Demon with a predatory glint. “Your turn, buddy.”
He roughly jabbed the back of his elbow across the jugular of the Demon’s throat and wrapped the tie around that Demon’s neck. Looping the tie into a tight knot, Eclipse jumped onto the seats and threw the ends of the tie through the slit of the metal railing hanging overhead. After it swam obediently through the hollow space, he caught the ends. Using his full weight as leverage, he dragged the tie down, causing the fifth Demon, who still had the tie wrapped stringently around his neck, to fly up towards the ceiling like he was a puppet on strings. 
Crack!
A snap of the neck resonated before Eclipse released the tie, allowing that Demon to fall back to the ground with another unconscious thud.   
Standing back on the ground, Eclipse reached down to retrieve his tie from the unconscious Demon before facing the last Demon standing—Red Tie.
Eclipse flashed him an arrogant smile. 
“Whatever happened to me not standing a chance against you?” he mocked.
Red Tie observed his men groaning on the floor. Anger boiled in his eyes. He wasn’t happy that a human was able to perform such damage on them.  
“Are you a gang leader or something?” one of the fallen Demons asked, painfully clutching onto his neck. 
“Or something,” was all Eclipse deigned to answer before Red Tie, whose fury was at its apex, gritted his teeth and said, “You’re going to pay for this, boy.”
As he charged at Eclipse, Eclipse jumped onto the armchair of a train seat and gripped a metal railing that hung overhead. Utilizing the full length of his powerful body, he swung his legs in the air and kicked Red Tie hard against the chest. 
Bam!
Just as Red Tie dropped to the ground, Eclipse looped his tie around the Demon’s neck in mid-fall. He pulled so hard that Red Tie was sent flying into the air, only to land face-first on the ground. When Eclipse saw that the other five Demons were beginning to stir from their fallen state, he easily pulled Red Tie up. As they began to attack him from all corners, Eclipse used their leader as a shield against all the assaults. It was so effective that the rest of the Demons slowly backed off, afraid of hurting one of their own. Eclipse did not hesitate to use this reluctance against them. 
“Time to go night, night,” he said to Red Tie.
With a loud grunt, Eclipse stampeded forward with Red Tie as his bulldozer. He rammed into all five Demons at the same time, mowing all of them to the floor. As his final assault, Eclipse yanked his tie tighter, pulled Red Tie back, and then sent the Demon soaring across the room and into the rest of his Demons like he was a bowling ball. 
Boom!
“Augh . . .”
By the time Eclipse was done, all of the Demons were laying motionless on the floor.
Behaving as though all of that was nothing but an everyday workout, Eclipse tugged his tie from Red Tie’s bruised neck. He tossed his silk blue tie back over his own neck and allowed the two ends to hang loosely over his chest. With much satisfaction that he wasn’t entirely useless in his human state, Eclipse ran back to me, locked his hand with mine, and pulled me out of my stupefied state as we ran down the aisle. 
“I thought you’re almost entirely human now!” I exclaimed, not believing that his fighting abilities were so exceptionally skilled for a 99% human. 
Eclipse beamed with pride. He was immensely proud that he was able to show off in front of me. 
“That doesn’t mean I don’t know how to defend myself,” he replied as we bolted through the dividing doors and into the next section of the train.
“The two of you didn’t think it was going to be that easy, did you?”
Oh no.
We thought we had lost the Demons, but when we ran into the next section of the train and saw six more Demons appear, this time looking tougher and more ruthless than the last six, we knew we were far from freedom. Unlike the last set of Demons, these Demons came ready to fight. They were not going to underestimate Eclipse as the last group did.
“Hah!”
They were on the attack before we could even double back. 
Eclipse carefully pushed me onto the seats in the back corner of the train and with the same agility he showed in the previous fight, he jumped off the window and kicked the first Demon in mid-air. Before landing on his feet, he hung his hands off a railing and proceeded to wrap his ankles around the second Demon’s neck. With a roll to the ground, he sent the guy flying in my direction. I hopped out of the way in time, still gaping at everything in shock. 
Though Eclipse’s fighting abilities were impressive, it didn’t appear that it would remotely be enough with this group. This new set of Demons looked smarter, stronger, and more ruthless than the last Demons we encountered. Whereas the last six Demons were more rash, these Demons were more logical. With the methodic actions of sharks on the verge of an attack, the remaining four Demons slowly formed a lethal circle around Eclipse. 
“Save yourself the pain and surrender yourself now, boy,” one of them warned, his accent undecipherable. He sounded worldly, like he had seen the centuries pass and lost the origin of where he came from. “You may have caught a break with our associates, but you should know that it only gets harder from here on out.”
Eclipse smirked, his gaze fearless. He stood alone, but he was not about to back down. “It is not in my blood to surrender to anyone, especially not when I’ve put up a good hard fight.”
One of the other Demons chuckled, nodding in approval. Eclipse had given them the answer they wanted to hear. “Good. I’m eager to see what you are made of.” 
“Bring it on,” Eclipse incited, inclining his head. 
An anticipatory silence prevailed over them. After a full minute of assessing one another, a small draft entered the train and then . . . mayhem ensued. 
In a fluid and strategic action, the four Demons commenced their attacks by snaking around Eclipse in perfect synchronization. 
Bam!
Two distracted Eclipse by throwing punches at him, strategically using his need for deflection against him. The one in front kicked him in the stomach while the one in the back executed a sidekick that had Eclipse falling to the side. Eclipse did not get a chance to defend himself when he was brutally kneed across the face by the third Demon and then kicked in the neck by the fourth. 
Bam!
Soon, sounds of flesh hitting flesh and bones hitting bones could be heard, and Eclipse was at the center of it all. Every attack they threw, he would counterattack with equal, if not surpassing strength. No matter how skilled Eclipse was at fighting though, he, just like the rest of us humans, could not beat the odds that were stacked against him. He may have been strong enough to fight, but he was never going to win this battle—not unless I intervened somehow. 
I snapped out of my frightened trance when I saw that blood had spouted from his mouth. The wheels in my head began to turn. Shit. I ran over everything that I could do to logically save him. One idea came to me as the best one. I had no clue if it would work, but it was the best one I could come up with. 
With a whispered prayer, I did something that I hoped would save Eclipse: I ran. 
I ran because I knew that it was the only way to keep all four of them from ganging up on Eclipse. I couldn’t fight them—there was no possible way that I could. This wasn’t like the movies where I could garner martial arts skills out of thin air. The reality was that I wasn’t physically strong enough to save Eclipse, but I could be strategically cunning enough to use myself as the bait. Between the two of us, I was the one they wanted the most. If I ran, then they’d have no choice but to run after me. They would never choose beating Eclipse to death over apprehending me. And fortunately for us, my strategy worked. 
“Shit! She’s running!”
“Go after her!”
“What about the guy?”
“Leave him! She’s the one we came for!”
I picked up the pace once I heard their footsteps stampede after mine.
Huff . . . Huff.
The only thing I could give myself credit for was my ability to run. I ran like the wind, exhibiting extraordinary alacrity by jumping on seats and hopping over armchairs as one after the other, the four Demons lunged for me, only to miss me by whispers of an inch. 
Huff . . . Huff.
I dashed past our old room and sped towards an area where more corpses lined the floor.
“Run! Don’t stop,” I whispered to myself as nausea overcame me. I was thankful that I was able to snake around these dead bodies without fainting from horror. 
My good luck ended once we made it into the dining area of the train. My eyes widened when I saw that one of the Demons had broken away from the pack. Keeping his eyes on me, he quickened his pace and proceeded to leap onto the nearby tables in an effort to get closer to me. I barely made it across the dining bar when he caught up from behind and knocked me down.
Thud!
Pain exploded through my nerves after I plummeted to the floor with vicious force. The Demon’s big arms wrapped around me, nearly cutting off my circulation as he pinned me to the carpet and rendered me motionless. I was trapped, but my instinctual desire to survive was too great. I couldn’t lie there and let anyone win without attempting to free myself. I recalled all the action moves from my favorite movies, and with a shriek to rival banshees, I went berserk. 
“Get off me!”
I blindly reached for something to attack him with. As the graces of fate would have it, I was able to latch onto a discarded glass bottle of sparkling water. I gripped my hand over the handle, raised it up, and slammed it over his skull.
Crack!
“Ugh!” he screamed, immediately releasing me. “Fuck!” 
I crawled into an upright position and swung the broken glass bottle wildly, attempting to rally my strength together while holding off any other Demon trying to apprehend me. With my heart ready to jump out of my chest, I leapt onto a barstool and slid over the bar counter in hopes of finding a sharper weapon. I had barely commenced my search when one of the Demons hopped over the counter, grabbed me by the neck, and hauled me backwards with him. 
“Ahhh!”
Although his hold on me was strong, I deduced from how much control he was exerting that he was trying very hard not to hurt me. I was a prized human soul to them. The last thing they wanted to do was physically harm me.
I inhaled sharply, ready to use this against them.
Realizing that I still had the broken bottle in my hand, I stabbed it backwards and managed to scrape the flesh of his forehead. 
“Fuck!”
A howl of pain poured from the Demon before he pushed me off and began cradling his forehead.
I lunged for the ground and crawled as fast as I could. During the chaos, I spotted a fire extinguisher pinned on the wall across from me. With panic riding my senses, I instinctively went for it. I barely managed to pull it out of the glass case when one of the Demons wrapped his arms around me and jerked me back.
“Get off me!” I shrieked, flailing like a fish as he dragged me to the center of the room.
From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of the remaining three Demons. They were advancing towards me, thinking that their task was finally done and that they had captured me. None of them had any idea what I had in store for them.
“She’s holding a fire extinguisher!” one of the Demons shouted once he noticed me pointing it at them. “Get it the fuck away from her—!” 
It was too late. 
I pulled the lever, aimed it at them, and squeezed. 
Thwooooosh!
A cloud of white smoke spurted out of the fire extinguisher, heading straight for them. I swept the handle across the room, allowing the cloud of white smoke to blind the Demons. Meanwhile, I bit the hand of the one holding me. He screamed, and I was able to extricate myself from his grasp, whip around, and smack him over the head with the fire extinguisher.
Clunk! 
I backed away from his fallen body and immediately felt myself bump into someone in the cloud of smoke. Desperate to maintain my freedom, I wielded the fire extinguisher to the side and I could hear it clunk against someone’s cranium. Once I felt that Demon collapse beside my feet, I kicked him in the face for good measure. I heard running footsteps approaching me and shoved the extinguisher into another one’s balls. As soon as he fell to my feet, clutching onto his family jewels with a pained grunt, I made sure to ruthlessly step on their faces before I began to look for a way out. 
Blinded by the white smoke, I finally saw the clearing and ran towards it. 
Oh no.
I was close to leaving this section of the train when I saw Red Tie standing at the mechanical doorway. His furious black eyes were fastened on me. He was no longer calm, cool, and collected. He was simply a pissed off Demon who was going to make me pay for causing so much trouble.
Without ceremony, Red Tie charged at me. Just as he was about to pummel into me, another strong missile intercepted the attack. Jumping over a table in time to shield me, Eclipse grabbed Red Tie around the neck with his arms and threw him over the bar counter with unforgiving force. 
Crack! Crack! Craaack!
Upon impact with Red Tie’s sliding body, the wooden dividers on the alcohol shelves broke in two, creating a funnel that triggered all the alcohol bottles to fall mercilessly onto Red Tie’s head. 
Satisfied when he saw that Red Tie was officially knocked out, Eclipse whipped around to face me. The side of his mouth was bleeding and deepening blue bruises were beginning to form on his face. He looked like he had been in a war zone. He was about to say something when I suddenly saw a Demon lurk behind him with a knife in hand.
“Watch out!”
I roughly pushed Eclipse out of the way. Clutching onto my fire extinguisher, I used all the strength I had to whip the metal cylinder upwards. The cylinder knocked against the Demon with an uppercut so hard that I was sure it broke his jaw. The Demon that was twice my size was knocked out at once, falling to my feet like a sack of potatoes.
Through the fog of dissolving white smoke, I stared stupidly at all the incapacitated Demons. I then averted my gaze back to a shocked Eclipse.
“Did you knock all these guys out?” he asked a second later, even though I suspected he already knew the answer.
I nodded dumbly, my heart racing nonstop.
Eclipse glanced again at the Demon I just knocked out with the fire extinguisher. There was a big, disbelieving smile on his face before he turned back to me, his eyes proud and glowing with amusement. 
“You saved me, Teacup.”
“I-I guess.” 
He made me sound like a hero, but the truth was that I was ready to pee in my pants. I didn’t feel like a hero—just a human girl who got lucky with her untrained and berserk moves. 
Eclipse laughed. “If we weren’t fighting for our lives, I would definitely repay you with my body right now.” 
A blush had barely formed on my face when another cold draft started to filter around us.
We let out silent curses, for we knew what these new cold chills meant: new Demons had appeared on the train.
We dreadfully turned towards the direction of the cold breeze. 
At the other end of the train, I spotted three dark figures. Even in the distance, I could feel their dark eyes rake over us. Although they had yet to speak, I sensed in the core of my gut that this last group wasn’t one that we could overpower easily, if at all. 
Whooooosh.
The one standing in the center raised his hand out, and almost immediately, the white smoke from the fire extinguisher began to disperse into thin air. Once the train began to clear of white smoke, I could hear footsteps behind us. 
Eclipse and I turned to the other end of the hall and saw a new group of ten Demons walking in. 
Shit.
My Guardian Demon and I exchanged weary looks, acknowledging that the inevitable had occurred. We were truly trapped.  
“I think you two have caused enough trouble, don’t you think?” the first of the three dark figures—the one who vacuumed up all the white smoke—spoke authoritatively. Even though his voice was calm, the underlying ire within it was palpable. 
He let out a long breath, sticking his hands into his pant pockets. Out of all the Demons, he was the only one who wore a hood. There was an old worldly air that filled his deep and throaty voice. It gave no indication to how old he was or even where he was from. If anything, it only gave the illusion that this particular Demon originated from all parts of the world. 
“My associates are very upset. They would like nothing more than for you two to continue to put up a fight so they can put you in your places. With that in mind, I suggest you throw up the white flag and turn yourselves in. We’re in a train and we have more than outnumbered you.” He smirked at us from the distance. “Stop fighting. You both know that one way or another, you’re going to be captured. Better to do it yourself than have my associates forcefully do it for you.”
Left with no choice, Eclipse and I blinked at one another as confirmation that it was too suicidal to continue to put up a fight. 
If we wanted to survive, we had to surrender for the time being. 
To demonstrate my compliance, I lowered my fire extinguisher and placed it on the ground while Eclipse tugged defenselessly at the ends of the tie around his neck. It was his own silent way of surrendering.  
“Smart decision,” the hooded Demon approved. He turned down the hall and motioned for us to follow him. “Now let’s talk.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
“Forgive me, Heavenly Father . . .”

08: Masked Demon
 
We followed the Demon and eventually returned to the very room we were originally sitting in. 
The hooded Demon leader was sitting on a table across from ours, waiting patiently for us. He was dressed in the same black suit as the rest of the Demons and looked to be around the same age. The only difference was that the jacket of his suit had a hoodie attached to it and there were no tattoos on his face. In addition to wearing the hoodie up, he also wore a silver mask that shrouded the upper half of his face. The mask resembled a masquerade mask. Whereas it would look harmless on an actual human, the fact that his crimson red eyes were gazing at us through the mask only made him look more terrifying. 
He motioned for us to sit in our previous seats, and with a shove from his Demons, Eclipse and I fell into our respective seats beside our backpacks. 
“Yeah, you weren’t so tough when I was handing your ass to you a second ago,” Eclipse taunted Red Tie and his minions. 
“Yeah,” I agreed meekly, riding on Eclipse’s brave coattails. Internally, I was scared shitless. However, if Eclipse was going to give them hell, then I was going to be a follower and copy him. 
Red Tie and the first set of Demons turned red from embarrassment. When it looked like they were ready to punch Eclipse, the Masked Demon waved a dismissive hand. 
“Leave him be,” he stated with amusement. 
Although they did not look happy, the Demons adhered to the command of their leader. With a respectful bow, they moved away from us and went to stand with their fellow Demons. 
Once I felt comfortable with their distance from us, I returned my attention to the Masked Demon. I froze when I did. The Masked Demon folded his arms over his chest and gazed at us in silence. His eyes were studying us—me specifically.
After a lengthy pause, he asked, “Where is your Demon?”
My heart stopped. Beside me, I could vaguely see Eclipse stiffen in shock. He was stunned that this Demon was looking for him in particular and not me. Although he was surprised, Eclipse did not allow this new information to throw him off his game. 
“Did you crazy fucks just escape from a mental hospital or something?” he prompted, doing an exceptional job of acting like he was a clueless human boy. “What Demon?” 
No one knew that Eclipse was my Demon, and I wasn’t planning on giving him away either. I merely sat in silence, allowing the Demons to believe that I had kept it a secret from Eclipse that Demons existed. 
Though he was wearing a mask, I could see the smirk in the Masked Demon’s gaze when he turned to Eclipse. The beating of my heart escalated as the Demon studied Eclipse. It was clear that he was trying to detect if Eclipse was indeed my Demon. After a few haunting seconds of his crimson eyes burning onto Eclipse’s unfazed ones, he averted his gaze with a disappointed sigh.
“The Demon isn’t here,” he announced to the rest on the train. “His scent isn’t here. It’s just these two.”
“What should we do with them?” the Demon with a silver tie, the one standing to his right, asked quietly.
The Masked Demon moved away from his seat at the table and strode over to us.
“I’m sure you met my associates at the inn,” he began, his deep throaty voice sending chills up my spine. He stopped a few inches from our seats and peered down at us. “When I received a message that they had found the most coveted soul of the millennium, I knew I had to make an appearance to greet you myself. Unfortunately, nothing but the dust of my associates greeted me when I got there.” His worldly and sophisticated voice hardened. “The only scent that remains is one of a very powerful Demon—your Guardian Demon, I’m sure.”
“Guardian Demon?” Eclipse faked a flabbergasted voice, clearly trying to remove the attention from me. He could sense my fear and was determined to help ease it, even if that meant bringing the dangerous spotlight onto himself. “You mean like a Guardian Angel? Oh Jesus, you looney tunes really are in another reality.”
The Masked Demon stiffened. He didn’t strike me as the type to be very tolerant, but with Eclipse, his tolerance level seemed to be at another level. 
He faced Eclipse, his features seemingly stoic but vaguely amused. “What is your name, boy?” 
Eclipse shrugged carelessly. He reclined regally in his seat and said nothing. 
I had to give it to Eclipse. Even as a 99% human, he was a total badass.
The Masked Demon smirked at the arrogant behavior Eclipse exhibited. He nodded to himself, looking as though he had accepted Eclipse’s silence as an answer. It was only when his lips curved into a lethal smile that the truth hit me. The Masked Demon was far from being accepting of Eclipse’s rude behavior.
“Should I cut off her finger and have her scream out the answer?”
“Ah!”
In a split second, his right-hand Demon was at my throat, pinning me to the wall with my fingers stretched out on the table. He was holding a dagger over my hand, the blade coined over my index finger.
Jarred out of his regal state, Eclipse flew into a rage that had several of the Demons recoiling in fear. 
“If even a drop of her blood comes out, I’m going to rip your fucking heads off!” he roared, his authoritative voice thundering over the expanse of the train. 
Eclipse glared at the right-hand Demon, who was still pushing my head against the wall. He clenched his fists, no doubt tempted to reach over and rip the Demon apart. However angry he appeared, Eclipse did not jump over to save me. His strained muscles told me that he feared for my safety too much to be rash. He was aware that the blade would be faster than him.
“I do not doubt that you will do everything in your power to have that threat come to fruition,” the Masked Demon replied in a confident tone, his voice maintaining its calm air. He regarded Eclipse with an expression of pacification. “All you have to do is answer my question and this entire conversation will be as violent-free as can be.”
“Eclipse,” Eclipse finally breathed out, his hard eyes marked on the Masked Demon. “My name is Eclipse.” He eyed the Demon who had me pinned against the wall. “I answered the question. Now get the fuck away from her.”
The Masked Demon laughed, motioning for his right-hand man, who looked ready to lunge across the table and slice Eclipse’s neck apart, to step away from me. Once his Demon released me from his grasp, allowing the breath to return to my chest and the reprieve to reign over Eclipse, the Masked Demon inclined his head at Eclipse. He looked at the Demons surrounding us in amusement. 
“You have done a number on my associates here.” He spoke with mirth to Eclipse, but to his Demons, he took a lethal tone. “There are a dozen of you and you cannot overpower one human?”
“He is a very strong human,” one of the assaulted Demons from the first batch spoke before Red Tie added, “Our powers, sir. We lost them and couldn’t use them. This guy here is an insanely good fighter.” They looked at me. “This one runs around like a rabbit and is feistier than she looks. They’re both faster and stronger than we gave them credit for.”
“Where are our powers?” another asked from the crowd. I recognized him as one of the Demons from the second set, the ones who chased me into the dining room of the train.
“This,” the Masked Demon began shrewdly, enlightening us all on the reason behind their weakening powers, “is the Holy Land.” He briefly looked at the maelstrom of blurs swimming against the train. “We do not have powers here. In this place, depending upon your life force, this land could suck out your powers as soon as you are in the perimeter. In my case, it is a slower process, but a process that occurs nonetheless. Needless to say, it appears that while on this train and in this part of town, we are nothing but ‘humans.’”
A collective gasp resonated from the Demons. They exchanged glances of staggered disbelief that such a place could exist. Excluding the Masked Demon and the two Demons standing to either side of him, everyone else was alarmed.
In an effort to assuage the fear pouring from the rest of the Demons, the Demon standing to his left—the one with the purple tie—said, “We will merely wait for the train to pass these grounds. After we pass the Holy Land, our powers will return.”
With a smirk, the Masked Demon nodded after Purple Tie’s words, confirming what he said and effectively allowing a sigh of relief to permeate from the rest of the Demons. 
He promptly returned his attention to Eclipse. “If we were in our original state of power, you wouldn’t be able to do half the things you did. Having said that, considering that we’re on an even playing field, I have to say that I’m impressed.” There was a smile in his voice. “You would make a very good soldier if recruited.”
Eclipse cocked a curious brow while my heart went amuck at the thought of this Demon “recruiting” him. I understood now why he displayed such tolerance with Eclipse. It was because he believed Eclipse was a human—and a powerful, loyal, and smart human at that. Owning the soul of such an extraordinary human could only be advantageous to this Demon and his colony.
“Who are you?” Eclipse asked warily, truly interested in knowing the identity of this Masked Demon. Judging by his curiosity, I suspected that Eclipse was trying to turn back the pages of his memories to see if he actually knew this Demon. The frustrated glint in his eyes told me that despite his best efforts, he truly did not know this Demon’s identity.
“You do not have the honor of knowing,” the Masked Demon responded serenely. “Not yet anyway.”
“Oh right,” Eclipse mocked, returning to his act as an arrogant human. Held hostage or not, Eclipse wasn’t one to display subservience, especially not when he was so used to being the authoritative figure. “A Demon, right?”
An icy smile marked the Masked Demon’s face and his eyes glowed redder. His patience with Eclipse, though tolerable, was wearing thin. “I look forward to having this train bypass the Holy Land so I can show you what a Demon can do, boy.”
“He doesn’t know anything,” I finally spoke up, bringing their full attention to me. 
Though Eclipse wasn’t afraid of them, he was still 99% human. This meant that there was a 99% chance he could die in their hands. I didn’t want him pissing them off more than he already had. He was the pivotal piece in helping me find the missing part of my soul. I still had use for him; I couldn’t let him get hurt. Plus, he had been looking out for me this entire time. I felt obligated to do the same for him. 
“Don’t hurt him. Just leave him alone.” 
“Oh, but I have no intention of hurting him,” the Masked Demon responded. “Or you either.” He edged closer to me, his eyes glowing fiercely. He was thrilled that I was finally taking the initiative and joining in the conversation. “I have no intentions of hurting either of you.” His black leather gloved hand stroked over my quivering cheek. Even through the glove, his hand was ice cold. “Your soul is very precious to me. And as your boyfriend here just demonstrated, his soul has become a very important commodity for me as well. But you see the thing is—”
Bam!
“Augh!” 
My head snapped back, once again being pinned to the wall. Pain shot up and down the base of my neck, nearly knocking me out from the impact.
“Get away from her!” Eclipse shouted as the Masked Demon glided his fingers down the length of my neck. Eclipse made a move to get out of his seat, but was immediately restrained by two other Demons.
“What a protective boyfriend you have,” the Masked Demon murmured with an entertained laugh. His crimson eyes darkened. “What a shame it would be for him to die. What a shame it would be for you to witness his death.”
“Don’t you dare touch him,” I gritted out, rage pulsing in my normally composed voice. Eclipse was the closest thing I had to a friend in this world. Not to mention, I still had tremendous use for him. No one was going to take him away from me. I would kill this motherfucker if he even made a move to kill Eclipse. “Mark my words,” I breathed out coldly. “If you try to take him away from me, I will kill you.” 
The Masked Demon grinned evenly. Whereas my warning words appeared to have terrified the Demons on the train, he did not look afraid. If anything, there was an approval in his gaze that I didn’t understand. Strangely enough, it was as though he wanted me to feel this way. 
“Like I said,” the Masked Demon continued, appeasing the tense atmosphere, “I really need your soul. However, wanting your soul and actually acquiring it are two different things. For one, if a human has a Guardian Demon, then it must mean that you’ve made the unbreakable vow to that particular Demon. It must mean that you promised your Demon that your soul will only go to him.” Severity dripped into his eyes. His grip on me tightened and I could feel my backpack inch closer to my hand. “I would not like that. So please . . . tell me where your Demon is so that I can find him, kill him, and come back to own your soul.”
Struggling to breathe when I realized the implications of my backpack being so close to me, I slyly asked, “Why do you need my soul so badly?”
“That’s for me to know and you to find out.” He chuckled darkly, oblivious to what I was preparing to do. “Now tell me,” he went on, unaware that my fingers were grazing over the zipper of my backpack, “before Eclipse here learns what it feels like to have his skin peeled off. He may not believe in Demons, but I know that you believe. I also know that you’re aware of what Demons are capable of. I don’t have my full powers with me, but I know how to torture someone. I will not hesitate to punish your boyfriend.” I could hear Eclipse scoff from the side as if to say, “I’d like to see you try,” before the Masked Demon impatiently prompted, “Now tell me where your Demon is.”
“Gone,” I finally answered, unzipping my backpack in utter stealth. 
“Where?”
No one could hear what I was doing with my backpack. No one but Eclipse. Realization rippled in his eyes when he saw what I was doing. He stiffened marginally, no doubt getting ready to spring into action once my plans went underway.
“Into the pits of Hell,” I lied as the train crackled over the tracks, giving me another opportunity to completely unzip my backpack without anyone deciphering the sound. “He is angry,” I plowed on, subtly reaching into the pocket. “He does not like anyone threatening the soul he has already claimed.”
“I know that he is angry, which is why I would love to meet him.” 
Something changed in the Masked Demon’s crimson red eyes. He froze the moment he saw the train station appear and the words “Serenity” flash in his face. The Masked Demon gaped at us, his eyes swarming with stunned curiosity. 
“Where are the two of you going?” he unexpectedly asked, as if that had more importance than the question about my Demon. He scrutinized me carefully, his eyes burying deeply into mine while I unscrewed the cap from the bottle of water. He tilted his head at me, suspicion manifesting on his face. “Why are you heading back to the very place you murdered your family, Grace?”
“Memories,” I taunted before I locked eyes with Eclipse. At the same second, the train came to the station’s platform with a wheezing screech, indicating that it was almost ready to stop.
It was time for Eclipse and I to put our escape plan into motion.
I clutched the water bottle with my hand, ripped it out of my backpack, and proceeded to splash it all across the room. 
“Ahhhh!” screamed the Demons who got hit by the holy water. 
Sounds of water sizzling on melted flesh spilled into the air.
Unfortunately, as he was wearing a hoodie and a mask, the Masked Demon was not affected by the holy water. Afraid that he’d rip my head off if I didn’t weaken him somehow, I quickly grabbed the saltshaker from my backpack and hurled salt in the direction of the Masked Demon’s face. 
To my horror, he was gone before the salt could touch him. His main focus was not on me, but on Eclipse, who had fought his way out of captivity by attacking the Demons around him.  
“Ahhhhhh!”
In a train filled with distracted Demons, whose faces were burning like they had been doused with industrial strength acid, Eclipse was able to attack all of them with bone-crushing punches that sent them sprawling to the floor.
Wheezing for air after I was released from the Masked Demon, I thrust the remaining half of the holy water at them again. While the rest of the Demons screamed at the new dosage of holy water, the Masked Demon easily and skillfully evaded every droplet. It wasn’t until he lunged at Eclipse to prevent him from snapping the neck of a Demon that the Masked Demon stopped running like prey and started behaving like the predator he was. 
Boom!
At the force of the lunge, the Masked Demon and Eclipse crashed into the window behind them, cracking it on impact. A series of punches were exchanged before they were able to push themselves away from one another.  
Standing across from each other, Eclipse and the Masked Demon regarded one another as two lions would before they fought for territorial estate. 
“Let’s see what you got, Eclipse,” the Masked Demon taunted, walking in a slow circle around Eclipse.
Eclipse merely smirked back, walking in a circle as well. Gone was the clueless human boy. In this battle between the titans, Eclipse was ready to prove that he was the most powerful entity amongst the two. 
“Let’s see how well you fare without anyone standing behind you, boy.” 
No sooner had he said those words, Eclipse went in for the attack, sideswiping the Masked Demon and effectively knocking him to the wall with a loud crack. 
Bam!
Even though he was reeling from the force of the attack, the Masked Demon managed to maneuver away from the wall before Eclipse was able to smash his foot onto his face. With a pained and determined grunt, the Masked Demon used one of the walls as his prop and flew into the air. He attempted to kick Eclipse in mid-air, but Eclipse reacted quickly. Eclipse swiftly blocked the move with a punch to the jugular that sent the Masked Demon careening against the tables behind him. 
Boom!
The Masked Demon was down, but not for long. Coming back with impressive rebound—and catching Eclipse off guard with how agile he was—the Masked Demon swept the floor with his leg, forcefully stealing the ground from underneath Eclipse’s feet. With the dexterity of an animal, he jumped back up at once and right when Eclipse was about to counter his attack by performing an uppercut, the Masked Demon blocked it with his arms and then punched Eclipse clear across the face. He finished his assault by kicking him across the solar plexus and sending Eclipse flying to the wall. 
Boom!
The collision with the wall did a number on Eclipse, causing blood to flow from the arm that had stitches. Eclipse was strong, but he was running low on fuel from his earlier fights. There was no way he could defeat this Demon in this state.
Shit. 
In a moment of panic, I went for our backpacks so we could get out of the train as soon as possible. We could fight them off, but we didn’t stand a chance of winning. Evasion was our only option.
I was able to hoist my backpack on, but when I reached for Eclipse’s backpack, the Masked Demon’s right-hand man pulled me by the hair and thrust me back. I fell to the ground with the backpack smacking my nose and giving me a nosebleed.
“You’re not going anywhere!” screamed the Silver Tie Demon. 
With the flesh nearly melting off his face from the holy water I threw onto him, he displayed powerful strength as he attempted to pull the backpack from me. He was strong, but I was a determined little girl. I was not going to let this Demon foil my escape plan. 
“Fuck you, asswipe!” I screamed, vocalizing unusual vulgarity in my moment of fury.
Adrenaline blanketing over me, I fought him profusely, wriggling relentlessly while he screamed as his skin made contact with the residual holy water on the ground. I was still trying to wrestle the backpack out of the Demon’s grasp when, from the corner of my eye, I spied Eclipse and the Masked Demon still going at it. 
Both were jumping over walls while fighting ruthlessly with one another. They seemed evenly matched, until the Masked Demon got lucky and kicked Eclipse’s already injured arm. Once I saw the pain explode onto Eclipse’s face, I concluded right then and there that the Demon of Lust was in serious trouble. Like a shark, the Masked Demon smelled blood on Eclipse’s arm and wasted no time in going after the lacerated limb, each time earning a gasp of pain from Eclipse. He was getting paler and paler with every passing second. 
“It would seem that we have just found your Achilles’ heel,” the Masked Demon voiced before elbowing Eclipse across the face. 
He grabbed Eclipse’s left arm and looped it behind his back. Then, he did something that had me cringing where I stood. He began to slowly pull at the stitches on Eclipse’s bleeding arm. As Eclipse’s curses rang throughout the train, the Demon used his fingers to dig into the stitched up flesh, ripping all the sewn area apart and causing the blood to flow like water out of Eclipse. 
“Stand down, human,” the Masked Demon ordered Eclipse, whose eyes were canvassed with insurmountable pain. “As a potential recruit of mine, I admire your stubbornness and your ability to fight, but you’re pissing me off greatly. Surrender to me and I will let you go. I will heal your wounds once we pass this place.”
“Fuck off!” was all Eclipse said before he pummeled backwards and crushed the Masked Demon on the wall behind him. 
Although Eclipse got an attack in, it wasn’t enough to neutralize the Masked Demon. Furious at Eclipse’s stubbornness, he continued to dig his fingers into Eclipse’s gaping wound. 
Worried that Eclipse would not make it out of this train alive if I didn’t do my part to save him, I struggled harder against the grasp Silver Tie had on me. With my concern for Eclipse fueling my adrenaline, I kicked the Demon hard in the face, grabbed the fork I was eating off of earlier, dabbed it over the remnants of holy water and salt on the ground, and then with a loud, “Get the fuck off of me” scream, I stabbed the Demon’s right eye. 
“Ahhhhhhhh!”
An earsplitting scream came from his mouth before he recoiled like a wounded snake with the fork sticking out of his right eye. His grip on me loosened, and I was able to pull the backpack out of his grasp. 
At the same time I threw Eclipse’s backpack over one shoulder, the door to the train slid open, right behind Eclipse and the Masked Demon. They were still battling one another. Though Eclipse was holding his own, he was slowly losing because of his injury. His attacks became less potent and his deflections became weaker. He was not going to survive this battle.
No.
Desperate to save Eclipse, I abandoned all rationale and instinctively jumped into the middle of the fight, looped my arms around him, and thrust him out the door with me. As we became one with gravity, I could feel a hand reach out to grab my arm—to pull me back onto the train. 
But it was too late . . .
Thud!
We fell hard onto the platform. It was so excruciating that I swear I could feel my bones vibrate from the impact.
“You alright, Teacup?” Eclipse whispered beside me, his own voice threaded with pain. He too was trying to catch his breath.
I nodded, blinking out of my daze. I turned to him while we laid on the platform. “Are you okay?” 
“I’ve been better,” he answered hoarsely, his answer coming out in short, wounded breaths.
Spread out on the platform, we redirected our gaze back to the train where, standing behind the opened entryway, was the Masked Demon. His feral eyes were staring at us in fury. The rest of the Demons were up by now, the holy water still simmering on their faces. 
In a fit of rage, one was ready to jump off the platform to come at us. 
The Masked Demon stopped him in time by grabbing onto his shoulder.
“Stop!” he ordered at once, causing all the Demons to freeze and stare at him in confusion.
With his cold eyes still fixated on us, he parted his lips forebodingly. “We cannot trespass on the Holy Land.” He looked at the sign that said, “Welcome to Serenity” and smirked derisively. “We’re in Serenity. If your foot touches just a whisper of this holy ground, you will turn to ashes.”
At the knowledge of this, the other Demons stepped back, their eyes filled with horror. With a bow of adherence, they all simply stood there, staring at us with the hunger for vengeance in their eyes. Yet, the most terrifying gaze came from the Masked Demon. His blood red eyes rested on us before they suddenly feathered over to a particular spot on the ground where a drop of blood laid. He bent down, wiped his finger over the floor, and slowly lifted his finger up. 
I froze when I realized that the blood on his finger was from my bloodied nose.
Dread consumed me.
Oh no . . . 
He sniffed it, his eyes glowing. Almost too methodically, he moved over to the fallen Demon I had stabbed with the fork. He allowed the blood to drip over the Demon’s lips. Upon the digestion of my blood, the fork melted out of the Demon’s eye and within a split second, his once demolished eye was cured.
There was no emotion in the Masked Leader’s stoic eyes, but as a cold draft moved around us, underneath the shadows of his hoodie, I could’ve sworn I saw him smirk. At first, I thought it was a trick of the eye. Then, when I felt Eclipse stiffen up, I knew he saw the smirk too. 
It was a smirk that promised retribution, a smirk that promised a reunion, and a smirk that told me he knew what I was—a Source. 
“Hey! Are you kids okay?!” a loud male voice shouted at us, jerking us out of our reverie. It was a security guard. “What are you two doing?!”
“Yeah,” we answered him, instantly getting up with a groan. I made sure to stand close to the left side of Eclipse’s body to block the sight of Eclipse’s bloodied arm. Despite the untidy state of our appearances, we tried to appear as normal as we possibly could by smiling widely at him. 
“Sooorry, siiiiir,” I slurred cheerily, pretending to hiccup like a drunken bimbo. I leaned carelessly on Eclipse, who was also acting as though he was some brainless guy who was drunk off his mind. “We got too excited and tripped when we ran out of the train . . .”
The middle-aged security guard’s eyes turned into suspicious slits as he appraised our disheveled appearances. “Why do you have blood on your faces and why do you two look like you were run over by a car?”
Eclipse grinned suggestively and “drunkenly” pulled me close to him. He affectionately nuzzled his lips against my neck. 
“She likes it rough, sir,” he breathed out in a husky, sexually satisfied tone. 
The security guard scrutinized us for another second. When it was clear that he had no reason to doubt us, he scoffed at us and walked away. 
Once we were sure he was out of sight, we snapped out of our feigned drunkenness and turned back to face the train. When our eyes landed back on the tracks, the train had already started moving again at full speed. 
The Demons were gone. 
Despite the fact that they were on a train and speeding away from us, dread filled like acid in my stomach. 
We had made new enemies on this trip.
They had found out that I was not only the six-year-old murderer, but that I was also a Source. Because of this, I had no doubt that I would run into them again in the very near future. They already wanted me badly when I was just the six-year-old murderer.
Now that they knew I was a Source, they would stop at nothing to capture me, torture me, and eventually kill me.



 
 
 
 
 
 
“Forgive me for the sins I’m about to commit.”

09: The Genesis Tale
 
The trek from the train station towards a place of refuge was one of the most challenging things I had ever experienced. 
I had no idea how far we ran through the countryside with rain and wind deluging over us. I was shaking persistently from the cold and my body was aching from the beating I took on the train. It did not help that I had placed one of Eclipse’s arms over my shoulder to help support him during our journey. I could barely maintain my own equilibrium, much less his. To make matters worse, I was worried sick about him.
After we left the train station, I was adamant on taking him to a hospital. Eclipse vehemently opposed the suggestion, telling me that being poked and prodded by human doctors—who did not know the first thing about helping a Demon—would do more harm than good. When I began to suggest that we stay at a motel for the time being, Eclipse vetoed the idea, expressing that he did not trust anyone. I didn’t blame him. After what we experienced at the inn and on the train, I was also too paranoid to trust anyone else. 
In an effort to maintain a low profile, we darted across the rural countryside, searching for abandoned shelters as refuge for the night. I was starting to feel faint from all the running when we finally came up a hill and spied a dilapidated looking shed in the distance. It looked quiet, abandoned, and like the perfect place for us to call home for the night. 
Bam!
We kicked the old wooden door open and ran inside. The shed was small and utterly rundown; it appeared to have been abandoned for years. Rain was leaking through the roof while the windows were quivering from the force of the wind. The wooden infrastructure looked like it could fall apart at any given moment. I sighed, pleading with the fates for the shed to survive one more night—just enough for us to rest for the evening. 
I helped support Eclipse’s stability by steering him inside the cold shed. We stepped over the vast array of sawdust littered across the damp floor and maneuvered around the sawdust table that was in the center of the room. Once we reached the furthest end of the shed—the driest area from the storm—I helped Eclipse sit on the ground, being very careful to not antagonize his injury. 
“Ah,” came a whispered hiss when he rested his head against the wall. 
Outside, a spark of lightning inundated the sky, flooding the shed with momentary bright light. It offered me the opportunity to see that Eclipse’s condition had worsened. I almost fainted when I saw that the stitches on his injured arm had been completely ripped apart. The flesh on his body that was once held together by those stitches had come undone, the gaping hole staring at me with blood seeping out of it. 
“Get the stitches out, Gracie,” Eclipse groaned painfully, snapping me out of my petrified daze.
I immediately complied and threw our backpacks off my shoulder. I pulled out a red candle and lighter from his backpack and placed it on the damp ground. After lighting the candle, I extracted rubbing alcohol, a needle, and stitches that Phix left behind for us from my backpack. I tried to be brave and sew it on for him, but courage eluded me. I couldn’t even steady my hands. 
Taking inventory of my fear, Eclipse took the needle from me and stitched himself up. 
Nausea threatened to coil like snakes in my stomach; the best I could do was hold up the candle to give him light in the darkness. It took all my willpower to not wince every time I saw him pierce his skin with the needle. I could see all the muscles in his body stiffen up, and I knew he was holding in his gasps of pain for my sake. He did not want to scare me and worsen my anxiety. In spite of his own wounded state, the Demon was still protective of me.
After several long minutes, Eclipse finally asked me to help cut the string for him. Once I did, he poured the alcohol over his arm one last time before we gently wrapped a bandage over it. 
I helped prop him against the wall to prepare him for his rest and then dug into our backpacks. 
“Are you okay with changing out of these clothes by yourself?” I asked, looking at his rain-soaked clothes. This shed was too cold for wearing wet clothes and I didn’t want him to get sick. 
 “Yes,” he answered with a shaky but reassuring voice. 
“Okay,” I uttered, setting out the dry clothes for him to change into.
Armed with my own set of dry clothes, I hurried to the corner, stepped into the shadows, and began to change into jeans and a white turtleneck. It wasn’t the most comfortable pair of pajamas, but my only concern was staying warm that night—not being comfortable. When I returned, Eclipse had already changed into black slacks and a black dress shirt. Bare chest exposed, he only wore one sleeve over his right arm. His chest and left arm were bare to prevent the blood from soaking into the clean fabric. 
“Here,” I whispered, taking out a white bathrobe from my backpack. 
I draped it over Eclipse to serve as his blanket for the night. While my teeth chattered against the iciness of the air, I layered the rest of his body with whatever dry clothes we had left. With his black jacket as my blanket for the night, I sat to his right and huddled up beside him to steal a bit of body warmth. 
Finally.
I let out a long exhale, utterly relieved that I was finally able to relax. I had never behaved in such a caring manner. Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d ever show such care for anyone, much less a Demon. I quickly deduced that it was because I still needed the Demon to help me find the missing part of my soul. It would be an utter inconvenience to have him die, especially when he was my only guide in this new and scary world. And though I didn’t like to admit it, I hadn’t forgotten that he had called me his first real friend in the world. I suppose, to some degree, I also wanted to be a good “friend.” If anyone deserved such affection from me, then it was the Demon who protected me, even if he was now a 99% human fighting for survival as well.
“Are you going to be okay?” I asked in a low voice, edging closer to him to get a good look at his injured arm. 
He nodded, smiling at me. “A small part of me is still immortal. I just need to rest tonight and I’ll be fine.”
“Okay,” I replied, assessing his face and seeing that color was beginning to return to it. “Good.”
An abrupt laugh radiated from him after he evaluated his own injury. He gazed at me, his dim eyes twinkling with amusement. Danger or not, one could always count on Eclipse to lighten the mood. 
“Can you believe that it’s only been two days since this road trip started and so many things have happened already?” Eclipse asked blithely, his free arm wrapping around me and pulling me closer to him. My shivering stilled slightly when his body heat overpowered the chills overriding mine. 
“It’s crazy,” I concurred before the gravity of everything hit me. It continued to astound me that there were Demons out there who knew that I was a Source. Stomach twisting with dread, I miserably added, “All of this has been really scary.”
“You held your own,” he whispered, his voice filled with genuine surprise and approval. “You’ve saved me several times already, Teacup.” A teasing smirk crossed his face. “I owe you. Like I said on the train, I’ll give you my body as repayment when you’re ready for it.”
I snorted and shook an amused head at him. “Even in situations like this, you still find a way to make me uncomfortable, don’t you?”
“You’re with the Demon of Lust,” he said wistfully, resting his head against the wall. There was a playful glint in his eyes that dissolved all the shadows from my life. “Deal with it.” 
I smiled faintly before steering the conversation in another direction. “Why did you give those Demons your real name anyway?” I asked, thinking back to the train where Eclipse told the Masked Demon his name. “Aren’t you afraid they’re going to find out you’re the Demon of Lust?”
Eclipse shook his head. “The name ‘Eclipse’ is only known within the inner circle of the monarchy. Very few are aware of my name. Many simply refer to me as ‘Lust,’ the ‘youngest Prince,’ or as Phix and Coco called me, ‘Your Dark Majesty.’ It doesn’t matter if I give out my real name here. It holds no meaning to anyone other than my brothers.” 
I nodded, posing another question that had been plaguing me since the train attack. “Why did those Demons stay in the train? Why didn’t they come after us on the platform?” 
“They cannot step foot here.” His eyes momentarily moved to the ground. “Apparently this is the Holy Land.”
“What does that mean?” My face twisted in confusion. “Isn’t the Holy Land in Jerusalem or something?”
“In this context, the ‘Holy Land’ could be in any part of the world,” he enlightened, taking on a sage tone. “When the world was first created, everything here was considered holy ground, for everything had been graced by the Heavens above. Yet, over the centuries, as you humans started to kill one another, the land slowly became tainted. To date, there are only a few parts of the world that are inaccessible to Demons. These parts are usually in the more rural areas that are not heavily populated. Holy Lands in the modern world are so rare that they are thought to be extinct.” A smirk edged his lips. “But as those Demons on the train demonstrated, a Holy Land does exist in this day and age and we have found one in the middle of nowhere.”
I continued to regard Eclipse with curiosity rising within me. “Why were their powers sucked out?”
“Holy Lands have been blessed by the graces of Heaven, which means that if a malevolent entity should step foot near it, their powers will be stripped temporarily. Depending on the strength of that evil entity, the powers could be stripped immediately or it could take a while to strip down. The end result is the same. Once near the Holy Land, all malevolent entities will be powerless. They will become just like humans.”
“That is why those first six Demons lost their powers before we even reached Serenity . . . because we were approaching the Holy Land.”
He blinked in confirmation. “If any of those Demons were to step foot on that platform, then the wrath of Heaven would reign upon them and they would disintegrate into ashes.”
I knitted my brows together. “How can you step foot here then?”
“My powers are gone,” he answered with a sigh. Wind continued to howl over the shed as the rain picked up outside. “Right now, I am more human than Demon. In this land, being 99% human has worked in my favor.” He chuckled, appraising the shed and the land outside of it. “In addition to that, a Royal Demon is immune to the powers of the Holy Land. We can step foot wherever we please, whenever we please.” He looked at me, smiling with confidence. “This is good news for us, Gracie. As long as we’re in the Holy Land, it is almost guaranteed that we will be free of Demons.”
I nodded, lapsing into a thoughtful silence after receiving assurance that, for the time being, we were free of Demons. It was an assurance that I appreciated. I was so exhausted. I did not think I could handle anymore Demon attacks on this trip.
Drip.
Drip.
Drip.
Trickling rain dripped in from the numerous cracks in the ceiling, allowing a rhythmic beating to dance in the room. The rundown shed creaked and shook whenever a strong gust of wind rammed into it. The room was freezing cold, but the red candle sitting on the floor kept us warm, if only minutely in our minds.
I watched the rain patter against the windows, feeling hypnotized by the violence of the weather. With my mind nearly going crazy from the external noises around us, I decided to break the tense silence by bringing up a topic we put on pause during the night on the Ferris wheel. 
“The other night, you said that when you fell, you had to make it up—that there was something else you had to seek while you’re here. You didn’t get to finish what you were saying because Lyna interrupted us, but we’re alone now.” I locked eyes with him. Above us, the storm continued to brew. “Can you tell me now? What else do you have to seek while you’re here?”
He regarded me with warm eyes. “Will this story take your mind off everything that’s happening right now?” 
 “I like hearing your stories,” I said without missing a beat. “I forget how miserable I am when you share how miserable you are.”
He laughed, leaning his head against the wall. His eyes grew secretive. “This is a very big secret. If I share it with you, you cannot allow this secret to get out to anyone else.”
Excitement treaded through my body at his cryptic opening statement.
“I can keep a secret,” I promised, leaning towards him. 
After all that we had been through, it felt nice and exciting to be sitting in a shed in the middle of nowhere with Eclipse. I was eager to escape my reality and settle into his. There was no better setting for this enigmatic tale than a secluded shed in the middle of a storm.
“It is a rarity for a Prince to be a Dimmed Demon . . . to be undetected when he’s in the human world for so long,” he began as the candle continued to glow in the background. “Although I was punished as a Fallen Demon, it was my choice to further dim myself and come here for you. Since I volunteered for the job, my brothers and the Elder Demons are also tasking me with something else while I’m here.” An enigmatic light appeared in his eyes. “As I told you that night, I need to find something.” 
“What are you looking for?”
His poignant expression told me that I had to understand the background of the story before I could recognize the value behind what he was looking for.
Outside, the storm grew worse, as if shielding the rest of the world from hearing our conversation.
“You are familiar with my father’s fall from grace. Everyone is,” he started as wind and rain continued to canvass over the shed. “But are you familiar with the story about the second Angel who waged a war against Heaven millenniums later?”
My heart raced upon hearing his question. The frenzied world outside became nothing but a maelstrom of blurs to me. I peered at him, my interest piqued beyond all limits. “Tell me.”
“After my father fell from Heaven, there was another Angel who came into power—another Angel who took the position as being God’s favorite Angel. It was said that this Angel was so powerful that his powers rivaled my father’s.”
“What was the Angel’s name?”
“Genesis.”
Intrigued, I tilted my head at him. “Genesis?”
He nodded. 
“I’ve never heard of an Angel named Genesis.”
“He isn’t the Angel that humans are supposed to know about until the end.”
The way he said those words caused me to shift uneasily. “The end?”
Eclipse smiled lightly. “You’ve heard the popular saying, ‘Only God can judge me’?”
I nodded, wondering what that had to do with Genesis.
“Well, that is true. Only God can judge you, but the thing you should know about God is that he may judge you, but he doesn’t indict you.”
Chills struck the pit of my soul. Almost too quickly, I caught on to what he was insinuating. “You’re telling me that Genesis is the one who indicts us?”
He nodded solemnly and continued with the biblical story. “Genesis was the anointed Angel, God’s beloved Angel after my father fell from Heaven. The Angel was said to be so persuasive and amiable that even Ancient Evils respected him.”
“Why did he bring war upon Heaven?”
“What always happens to self-righteous and prideful entities?” Eclipse asked, clearly empathizing with why Genesis brought war upon Heaven. “He was tired of playing second fiddle to lesser creatures. He was the favorite Angel, but he wasn’t the favorite creation. As his powers grew, he became insatiable. He no longer viewed God as a fit ruler. How could God be a fit ruler when he saw perfection in such imperfect creatures? No one in their right mind would look so favorably upon humans. So with greed and arrogance as his catalysts, Genesis not only tried to overthrow God, but he also planned on ruling over Heaven himself and ridding the world of the parasites he detested so much.”
Above us, thunder became more prevalent as it detonated over the land.
“What happened?” I asked, even though in stories like these, it was clear what the ending was. Since we humans were still procreating and existing, I knew Genesis’ plan to overthrow God and exterminate humanity hadn’t worked out.
“He was defeated,” Eclipse answered in a matter-of-fact tone. “To successfully wage a war against Heaven, you must not only be a powerful Angel, but you also have to be able to defeat God’s most powerful weapons—his Archangels.” He smirked dryly. “So far, no Angel has been able to go to war against them and come out on top.”
“That means Genesis fell and became a Demon too?” I asked, already guessing Genesis’ fate.
Eclipse surprised me when he shook his head. “Unlike my father, Genesis was heavily wounded during the war. Though his Angels were cast down and imprisoned within the pits of the earth as their punishment, the Archangels did not grace Genesis with the same fate. Due to the fact that Genesis was so powerful and so influential, it was decided that he had to die in order to prevent another uprising.”
Plunk.
Plunk.
Plunk.
My attention became more focused as the storm continued to ravage the land. The excitement in my eyes was undeniable; I knew this was where the good part of the story was about to begin . . .
“It was rumored that in Genesis’ last dying breath, he poured his hatred, his vengeance, and his malice into several objects that he cast down to the human world.” 
My eyes illumed even further with interest. “What objects did he cast down?”
“See, this is the part where the story gets murky,” shared Eclipse, his features becoming frustrated. “It is widely known that Genesis was the commander-in-chief who waged the second uprising in Heaven. However, the rest of the details after that are hearsay at best. After my father’s fall from grace, everything became heavily guarded in Heaven. No one knows what objects Genesis cast down. Having said that, since he was viewed as a powerful Angel who rivaled even Lucifer, anything he ‘supposedly’ cast down is a source of intrigue for every other powerful entity in existence. Demons and Angels alike have tried to find the mysterious objects, but to date no one has found anything that even remotely suggests that these objects exist.”
“Why are you looking for them if there’s a big chance that they could be an urban legend?”
His shoulders lifted in a careless shrug. “Because my brothers and the Elders of Hell want them. Since I was in no position to bargain, I simply took the assignment that was given to me.” 
“What happens when one finds the objects?” I asked hypothetically.  
“Unknown, but anything that came down from Genesis himself is considered to be extremely powerful. Anyone who acquires these objects will no doubt become more powerful.”
“How will you even go about finding them?” I breathed out when the impossibility of this mission dawned on me. “Do you even know where to begin?”
“No idea whatsoever,” he replied honestly. He offered another indifferent shrug. “But I trust that once we get your soul dilemma in order, we can maneuver our attentions to Genesis’ objects of power. I’d like to consider myself a resourceful Demon. Once I put my mind to something, I’ll figure out a way to find what I need.” 
“Why would your Elders want you to find them so much?”
“My Elders believe the objects would be of great use to them. If it is alleged that even Angels are looking for the objects, then it must mean they would be valuable and/or detrimental to Heaven. Anything with this type of importance, the Royal Family wants to get their hands on.”
“So after finding them,” I wrapped up, fully digesting everything, “you won’t be punished as a Fallen Demon anymore?”
He nodded. He took a moment to gaze at me, the pools of his coaxing brown eyes drowning mine. 
Slowly, he parted his lips and asked, “If you could, would you help me find them, Teacup?”
I nodded hesitantly, uncertain of how useful I’d be. “I guess. If you help me find the missing part of my soul, then I will help if I can. I don’t know if I’ll be of much help though.” I snorted at him, finding mild humor in his situation. He appeared to always be heading for trouble. “You have a propensity for wanting troublesome things, don’t you?” 
Eclipse smiled favorably at me, his expression conveying that he wouldn’t have it any other way. “The things I want are more than worth the trouble.”
I could feel my knees grow weak and I thanked the fates that I was sitting. My promise to myself to never fall for his charms churned in my mind. I swallowed tightly, quickly deciding not to acknowledge what he said or take flattery from it. If I wanted to maintain some semblance of sanity, then this relationship had to be as platonic as possible. 
My decision set, I had planned on moving the conversation along. I froze when I looked up and noticed Eclipse’s discontent face. He looked pained, like he was upset about something. 
“What?” I asked, growing concerned for him. My mind went straight to his wounded arm. Was he in pain? He wasn’t about to black out and die, was he? “What’s wrong?”
An anticipatory silence presided over us before he said something that warmed all the crevices of my typically cold heart. 
“I miss OinkOink.” 
With a scoff of disbelief, he smacked a palm to his forehead. He couldn’t believe someone of his malevolent caliber could say such a silly and blasphemous thing. 
“Bloody hell,” he went on. “I can’t believe I’ve become this domesticated that I actually miss a goddamn puppy who sounds like a seal when he barks.”
Unable to control it, my shoulders shook and I burst out laughing. It was unbelievably hilarious that the Demon of Lust could be missing an oversized rat, especially when he was in some rundown shed recovering from an injury. 
“Me too,” I shared, confessing my own feelings. The image of OinkOink nuzzling himself in my arms grazed my mind, and I was stunned to admit that I really missed petting him. “I never thought I’d say it, but I really miss that oversized ball of white fluff.”
“We’ll go back to him soon,” Eclipse promised me with a warm smile. “When this is all over, we’ll go home.”
I regarded Eclipse strangely. “Home?” 
Since when did he call my apartment his home?
Eclipse also seemed taken aback by what he said. He appeared perplexed, like he couldn’t believe he called that insanely expensive apartment of mine his “home” too. 
“I meant your apartment,” he amended easily, noticeably blaming his momentary lapse in judgment to his injury. “When this is all over, we’ll return to Seoul soon.”
I nodded, my face paling at the reference of Seoul. The mention of the city only further reminded me that we were still in Serenity and that our trip here was far from over. 
If all the trouble we encountered so far was any indication, then we still had a long way to go.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
“Forgive me for the misery I will bring upon your creation.”

10: Serenity
 
When dawn cracked the next morning and we were given a break from the storm, Eclipse and I took advantage of the merciful weather and were out of the shed in record time. 
Much to my relief, Eclipse was looking a hundred times better. He gave me a peek of his wound, and I was delighted to see that it had healed quite a bit overnight. It wasn’t completely healed, but at this pace, I had no doubt that he would be back to normal in no time.  
Pleased with his own swift recovery and no doubt relieved that he was no longer “dead weight” on the trip, Eclipse also wasted no time in being his normal self. Displaying the alpha male predisposition that I was sure pumped red hot in his veins, Eclipse returned to his role as my protective Guardian Demon as we journeyed through the countryside. 
Every time it rained, he’d subtly pull me close to him as his way of guarding me from Mother Nature’s wrath. Though I had one half of my crème infinity scarf wrapped around my neck and the other half lifted over my head to shield me from the rain, I had to admit that it felt nicer to have him hold a leather jacket over me as a makeshift umbrella. It was also extremely nice that his big body was able to intercept all the rain and wind inundating us. It truly felt like I had a Guardian Angel perched on my shoulder, protecting me from harm. The only difference was that this Angel was actually a Demon.
After what felt like an eternity of trekking through the rain, Eclipse paused in his step. 
I caught up with him at the incline on the road. A gasp left my lips when I spied the palatial neighborhood standing proudly across from us in the distance. Through my rain-strewn vision, I could see specks of white mansions spread out on the mountainous terrain. The sight looked majestic, like it was a home for the Greek Gods of Mount Olympus. In this breathtaking vista, I finally locked eyes on the estate that sat on the crest of the mountain. The biggest mansion of all—my family’s home.
I paused, utterly transfixed.
I’m finally here.
“You okay, Teacup?” Eclipse asked upon noticing my quiet demeanor.
“Yeah.” I snapped out of my daze and instinctively nodded. “Let’s keep moving.”
Afraid that my fear would trigger me to turn back—and determined to finish this journey—I said nothing more to Eclipse and hurried down the road. During the long walk towards the homes on the residential hill, we were given brief sights of all the towering mansions in the neighborhood. I could feel fatigue weaken my muscles. The exhaustion of all these physical exertions was beginning to take a toll on me. Fortunately, by the time this occurred, we had already covered enough ground. 
“We’re here,” announced Eclipse, sending spikes of anxiety into my bloodstream.
I held my breath after I looked up at the end of the road and realized that we were finally at the apex of the hill. We were finally at my family’s home.
“We’re here,” I repeated after Eclipse, still not believing that all of this was reality. 
We continued on the damp road and approached the iron gates that separated the outside world from the world within the estate. There was an electronic podium to the side that controlled the gate. I walked over to it, my heart drumming frantically.
Get a hold of yourself, Grace, I coached myself, hating that I was behaving like a scared child. 
Hands shaking, I began to input the code from memory onto the keypad. Akin to waking up from hibernation, the big black gates creaked open for us, permitting us passage into the sprawling estate. 
Beautifully manicured gardens lined the pathway as we strode up the long cobblestoned road. There was a large fountain in the center of the circular driveway, standing eloquently in front of the mansion. The fountain was inactive, but it looked magnificent all the same. I gazed up at the towering building behind the fountain. It was two stories high and looked like a mansion fit for royalty. High windows hugged across the white exterior of the house while speckles of gold adorned various parts of the building. The mansion, along with its impeccably flawless land, looked magical under the gloom of the dark skies.     
After fifteen years, the estate was still frozen in its beauty. 
“When was the last time you were here?” Eclipse asked, unknowingly rousing me out of another one of my dazes. His eyes were drinking in the sight of everything as well.
“When I was six,” I answered, hastily turning away from the scenery around me. Reminded that I had to get back to the task at hand, I climbed up the cobblestone steps leading to the entrance. I didn’t come here to gawk at the estate; I came here to inspect the world within these walls. “Before they hauled me away to the mental hospital.”
My nerves stiff, I extracted a gold key from my pocket and stuck it into the lock. One of the doors clicked open, and almost immediately, the pungent smell of mildew came flying towards us, causing us to cough and sneeze uncontrollably. We paused outside for a second, allowing the air to purify the house. Once it appeared that most of the dust and pungent smell had vacated the premises, we hesitantly walked in. 
The soles of our shoes made imprints on the thick dust that carpeted the marble tiles of my home. It was shocking how different the world inside this mansion was compared to the world outside. The estate resembled the Garden of Eden from the outside and the caves of Hell from the inside.
“You never once considered putting this house up for sale?” Eclipse questioned, waving cobwebs and dust away from our faces.
“I considered it, but I figured no one would want to buy it anyway.” I shrugged flippantly, my eyes measuring the dark mansion. “I thought it was better to leave it as is and simply let it rot away.”
“So you never took care of this place?”
“Only through my lawyers,” I said distractedly, my vision gradually adjusting to the darkness. “I had people come in to throw out things that could rot in the house, but I told them to leave everything else as it was. This place hasn’t been touched since.”
Eclipse nodded absently, his gaze running over the expanse of the house.
We continued to roam through my family’s home, our eyes looking over every little nook and cranny. The house had an eerie feel to it. There were crosses and family pictures everywhere while various Christmas decorations lay frozen in their position, collecting years of dust. Apart from the splashes of gray light spearing through the dusty bay windows, it was almost completely dark inside the mansion. There was no electricity and I was willing to bet that there was also no running water. I paid closer attention and I couldn’t even hear signs of life within the mansion, not even from bugs or rats.
Everything, like its former residents, was dead here.
We stepped onto one of the double curved staircases and ascended. A thick veneer of dust crushed under our shoes as we climbed each step. The walls along the stairs were sprinkled with pictures of my family celebrating the best moments of their lives. We reached the crest of the stairs and strolled over to a brown mahogany table where various photo frames stood. I picked up the one where my father was holding me as a baby. Behind us in the background were my mother, my older brother, and older sister—all of whom were giving double peace signs with cheesy smiles on their faces. Without my father and I knowing, they had given us “bunny ears” with their fingers.
An unfamiliar emotion crashed over me as I stared at the picture.
My fingers traced the outline of my father’s face. He was a handsome man who had one of the most endearing smiles I had ever seen. Standing tall and strong with me in his arms, he was dressed in his golf attire while I slept in his arms in my pink baby outfit. He was holding a bottle of milk to my lips and he couldn’t have looked happier standing there, feeding me while posing for the camera. 
“My dad was an orphan,” I shared with Eclipse, telling him something I discovered when I had a private investigator dig into my parents’ past—just so I could learn more about the people who were supposed to be my family members. I reasoned that if I knew who they were, I’d feel emotions for them. Although that didn’t happen, it was fascinating to learn about them nonetheless. 
I didn’t know why I was sharing this with Eclipse, but I couldn’t control myself.
Eclipse glanced at me with a surprised gaze. There was a spark in his eyes that told me he felt privileged that I was opening up to him. His attentive silence encouraged me to go on.
“He grew up in a church his entire life, devoting his life to God.” 
A sigh elicited from me as I placed the picture back in its rightful place. We walked by a picture on the wall that showed my mom giving me a kiss on my pink cheek as I slept in my baby stroller. She was wearing a flowery beige dress while her beautiful curls rolled over her shoulders. I had forgotten how beautiful she was. Alongside her were my older brother and sister. My sister was dressed in a flowery dress that was almost identical to my mother’s and my brother was wearing jeans and a hoodie while standing close to the stroller. My sister resembled my mother in beauty and my brother resembled my father in handsomeness. With big smiles on their faces, they all posed with me as I continued to sleep, unaware of the love and attention surrounding me.
“My mother was an heiress. She was the youngest of her three sisters. After her whole family died in a car accident, she fell into depression at the age of seventeen and went downhill from there. She ran with the wrong crowd, and with no one to watch over her, she turned to drugs and eventually got addicted to heroin. For weeks at a time, no one would know where she was. She was close to dying on the streets when one fateful night, my father came across her and helped her.” My eyes moved over their wedding picture. They were kissing one another while having their first dance as a married couple. “They became friends and slowly, he helped her overcome her addiction and basically saved her. By the grace of God, as many would say, they fell in love and got married.”
My fingers grazed over a photo of my five-year-old self giving my mother a kiss on the cheek. How ironic it felt to see myself display such endearment for my mother when right now, despite the gravity of being back in my own home, I couldn’t care less about her. 
“‘Sleep with the Angels, baby,’” I whispered, remembering the words she would say to me before she tucked me in. “That was the only thing I remember clearly about my mother. Every night, she would say, ‘Sleep with the Angels. If you ever need them, they will always be there for you. Just like God.’” 
I smirked sardonically, pinching the dust off my fingers once we reached the last picture on the wall. It was a “goofy” family portrait that brought an unexpected smile to my face. We were all wearing our nice church dresses and suits and were standing in front of a cathedral. One would expect us to perform the generic family pose. Instead, my family did a silly pose to showcase our joking side. My parents were covering their ears, my brother and sister were covering their mouths, and I was covering my eyes. 
Hear no evil, speak no evil, and see no evil. 
The irony in that carefree photo was too palpable.
“My family was so religious,” I continued absentmindedly, my eyes feathering over the vast array of religious paintings in the dark house. “I don’t remember much about my family, but I remember them always being so religious.”
I laughed dryly, finding irony in everything. My eyes landed on the hall that contained the rooms where my entire family died by my hands. To this day, I couldn’t fathom why I was unable to muster up an ounce of emotion for them. The magnitude of being in this house had its impact on my psyche, but it had little leverage over my heart. I felt as if I was speaking about distant ancestors as opposed to my immediate family. 
“It is ironic that their baby girl would be the one to kill them.” I shook my head, my eyes catching Eclipse’s. “So much for God always being there for them, right?”
Eclipse shrugged, his expression not surprised at my discontent with God.
“There’s a reason why so many people no longer believe in him.” He smiled, yet the amusement didn’t reach his eyes. “I guess humans aren’t the only disappointing creatures in this world.” 
I smirked back, but I had no idea why. With emotions I didn’t understand (or wanted to understand) plaguing me, we continued to walk down the hall and stepped into the room that I recognized as my own. 
My room was the only one that appeared to have withstood the test of time. It was the only room that held onto all of its beauty and innocence. Unlit icicle lights adorned the ceilings while stuffed animals and white and pink furniture embellished my small room. It was a gorgeous room fit for an innocent princess. 
“What can we do here?” I asked, turning to him as I made my way out of my old bedroom. 
No more tangents. 
I came here to figure out what happened and to find the missing part of my soul. There was no more reason to reminisce about the dead family—and dead past—that I had no attachment towards. 
“Figure out how it all happened,” he replied once we returned to the hall. 
Wind began to howl like a forlorn voice outside, warning us that another storm was about to hit.
“How?” I asked, assuming that he was talking about somehow performing magic to figure out what took place here that night. “You can’t use your powers.”
He took out the crime scene photos that he had asked me to print from a website I found. “We’ll make do with what we have.”
I nodded, understanding what his plan was. We were going to figure this out the old fashioned way, which was to make assumptions based on the evidence and hope that this line of logic would lead us somewhere concrete. 
“Basically be C.S.I’s,” I joked.
We smiled, but neither of us found humor in it. Our lives depended on what we found here. If we found something tangible, then it would make all the difference in the world. If we found nothing, then there would be no more hope for us. I needed the rest of my soul to be the human I yearned to be and he needed me to have my soul so he could have a chance to save his own existence. Needless to say, none of this was a laughing matter to us.
“Let’s start.”
“Okay,” I uttered.
Together, we sorted the crime scene photos by the locations at which they were taken. After we were done, we started in the kitchen. The pictures showed knives strewn every which way on the floor. The knives were the same type of kitchen knife they found in my possession that night. 
“It began here,” Eclipse prompted as we followed the pictures from the knives in the kitchen to the stairs. “You grabbed the knife and then went up the stairs.” 
We started to climb up the stairs, following the position of the photos up to the first victim: my older brother. He was lying facedown with spilled milk around him at the landing of the stairs. 
“Your older brother was your first victim,” he continued, staring at the ground where my brother’s dead body once laid. “You first shot him, causing him to fall.” He pointed at the blood streaks in the picture, one indicative of the victim being dragged. “These marks show that after he fell to the ground, he kept moving, possibly to escape from you. And this was where you stabbed him multiple times until he died, a foot away from his room.”
I swallowed uncomfortably, finally feeling some revulsion towards myself as Eclipse recited these horrid details. We walked into my brother’s bedroom, and I couldn’t help but drink in the sight of everything. 
The room was dark, but there was a sense of purity about it that couldn’t be tainted even fifteen years after his death. All around, pictures of racecars, game consoles, and a full-sized blue bed surrounded us. I thought my room was pure, but it had nothing on my brother’s room. I glanced at one of the photos the cops took of his room. I held the picture up, my eyes latching on the cup of milk on his bed stand. 
My brows furrowed at the oddity of what I saw.
“He already had milk that night,” I said faintly, confusion threading my face. I glanced up at Eclipse, vocalizing my finding. I extended the picture to him. “Why did he go back to get another cup of milk if he already had one in his room?” 
Eclipse evaluated the picture and pondered my question. I could see the thoughts in his mind churn and after only a second, a light bulb ignited in his mind. 
“When we met your six-year-old self, she said that she drank milk before she went to sleep. For a six-year-old girl, a big house like this can be very scary at night. Since your brother’s room was the closest to yours, it’s possible that you may have come to him and—”
“I asked him if he could go downstairs with me and get me more milk,” I finished for him, recalling faint memories of a distant childhood. Whenever I got thirsty late at night, the first person I’d go to was my brother. With chills making a home in my body, I thought back to the nights where he’d hold my hand in the dark and walk me down the stairs to get my milk. Suddenly, slates of memories that never once crossed my mind were floating inside me like lost dust particles. “I always knocked on his door whenever I got thirsty, and every time, he’d always hold my hand and keep me company.” 
I swallowed past the lump in my throat, utterly overwhelmed by the wave of memories that seemed to hit me at once from a simple trigger.
A cup of milk. 
That was all it took for some of my lost memories to surface. 
Though I only remembered bits and pieces, my mind was still swirling in pandemonium. 
“If I was downstairs with him, then why didn’t he see that I had a knife?” 
I recalled the pictures of the stairs. There were no droplets of milk canvassing it. It was as if my brother walked up the steps blissfully unaware that his life was in danger. 
“There was no spilled milk on the stairs, so it must mean that he didn’t even know anything was happening until he got shot in the back.” I bit my lips, thinking out loud. “But that doesn’t make sense. If he came down the stairs with me, then he should’ve seen me walk over to the drawer and reach in for a knife.”
“Unless you were downstairs at a different time than him,” Eclipse offered as a puzzle piece to complete my thoughts.
I took in a sharp breath, understanding the alternative scenario that Eclipse was offering, but still not comprehending how it would logically fit with what could’ve occurred that night. 
“If he went to get a cup of milk for me, then it must mean I went to him first to ask him to take me down. It doesn’t make sense that I wouldn’t be with him if I came to him in the first place.”
“Not unless he was busy,” Eclipse hypothesized before he curiously lifted the cover of the bed. There, underneath the mattress, Eclipse’s theory became tangible fact when the reason as to why I didn’t walk down with my brother that night was revealed. 
Under the bed were three boxes of presents. Two were already wrapped and one was in the process of being wrapped. On one of the labels, it read: “Happy Birthday, Baby Sis!”
“He was probably finishing up with wrapping the presents when you knocked on his door,” said Eclipse, theorizing on how this scene could’ve played out that night. “It was probably locked to keep you from walking in on him while he was wrapping it. I’m guessing that through the door, you told him that you were thirsty and that you were afraid to go down alone. Because he was still wrapping your final present, he more than likely told you to just go back to your room, that he’d bring the milk up to you soon.”
I nodded because in the back of my mind, I could now see blurs of such a scene taking place. I could almost remember my older brother telling me to go back to my room through the door and that he’d bring me my milk once he was done with whatever he was doing. 
I sighed, looking around the room. After roughly fifteen years of remembering little to nothing about what happened that night, it felt strange to be able to recall snippets of memories—even if they were extremely blurry. I should’ve felt liberated that a small breakthrough had occurred. On the contrary, liberation was the last thing I felt. All I felt was disgust for myself. I shifted painstakingly, removing my line of sight from the presents underneath the bed. I had never felt more uncomfortable in someone else’s room. 
Eclipse studied me, his expression concerned with how I was behaving. 
“What’s going on with you, Teacup?” I was showing too much human emotion that I didn’t typically show. It was odd to him and incredibly disconcerting to me. “Are you alright?”
I smiled wryly as my way of genuinely telling him that I would be fine. If there was one good thing about my sadism for my family, it was that the disgust for myself was always short-lived. 
“It feels awkward to be here, but I don’t care about my family, remember?” I provided, trying to appear aloof. “I’m fine. Let’s just keep going. I want to find out what else happened that night.”
It looked like Eclipse was about to say something to console me, comfort me even. He stopped himself when it appeared that being comforting wasn’t his forte either (he was still a Demon after all). Instead, he simply gave me an awkward nod and made his way out of the room. If he were human, I would’ve mistaken that to be true concern for my emotional well-being. 
Huh. Weird. 
I made a move to follow him, but stopped when I gazed upon the drawer beside my brother’s bed. Absentmindedly, as I was still confused with the myriad of emotions running through me, I pulled the drawer open. Within the confined space were small knick-knacks and notebooks. At the very top of his notebooks was a red bible. I picked it up and brushed my fingers over the thin veil of dust that carpeted over it. 
The flow of my blood slowed when I saw the name that hid under the dust: Christian Hwang. 
There was something in the way that name rang in my mind that had my entire body wrenching in pain. If I had my entire soul intact, I would categorize this feeling as one of love, of immense pain for the loss of someone I loved so much. If I had my entire soul intact, then I was almost sure that this would be the moment where I’d cry. Unfortunately, my entire soul wasn’t intact, so as quickly as that foreign emotion came, it disappeared like the wind as well. 
“I’m sorry,” I whispered regretfully, staring at his name on the bible. Even though I felt no emotions or love for him, I still felt the responsibility to apologize—for ending his life before it had even started, for being such an awful human being. “I’m so sorry.”
“Hey.” Eclipse’s voice came from the doorway, floating into my ocean of thoughts. He peeked his head in, clearly wondering why I was dawdling in my brother’s room. “Are you coming, Gracie?”
I nodded quickly, dashing for the door. 
I didn’t know why at the time, but I couldn’t put the bible down. So while clutching onto my brother’s beloved bible, I continued to trail after Eclipse as we resumed our investigation.
 



 
 
 
 
“Forgive me for the agony that will consume their souls . . .”

11: Red Bible
 
“After killing your brother, you continued here . . .” 
We walked into my sister’s room and our eyes instantly went towards the walk-in closet where the crime scene photo sat—the closet that still had bloodstains on its walls. 
Heart pounding slowly, I could almost envision how the scene played out: my older sister cheerily wrapping my last minute birthday presents before she unexpectedly died by my hands.
“Happy 6th Birthday, Grace Bear! Big sis loves you!”
 I hadn’t forgotten the note I read in the library, and much like my emotions concerning my older brother, I felt pain enter my body for a fleeting moment before it dissolved like quicksilver.
“She was in her closet, wrapping your birthday presents before you shot her in the back,” Eclipse resumed, oblivious to the thoughts percolating into my mind. “After which, as her blood started to seep into the items beneath her, she turned and faced you. Like you did to your brother, you stabbed her until she died.” He turned to the door, his mind seemingly running faster and faster with this scene. “If she was wrapping your presents, then it must mean that like your brother, she had locked the door to keep you from walking in on her. To be shot in the back must mean that you snuck up on her—that you somehow got through the locked door and were able to get in without her knowing until it was too late.”
Uneasiness slithered through me. I knew he was suggesting that this was where the malevolent entity must’ve entered my life. Saying no more, we continued down the hall and eventually wound up in my parents’ room. 
I had to stop in my tracks after we walked in, allowing the gravity and familiarity of everything to cascade over me. The room was exactly how I remembered it: dark, foreboding, and utterly haunting. The mattress had remnants of bloodstains on it while the carpet was still marred with a dried pool of blood. 
“Finally, you came to your parents room,” said Eclipse, his voice cautious and even. From the pitch of his voice, I deduced that he was being very careful. It was clear he could see the fragile and conflicted state I was in. As if to quickly put me out of my misery, his voice hastened as he did his due diligence and ran through the scenario. “Your father woke up, probably after hearing the noises in the hall. He must’ve already been standing beside his bed when you came into the room and shot him in the chest. After that, you shot your mother as well to keep her down. I imagine your mother didn’t die as quickly as your father. Before you got into bed with her, you probably stabbed your father for good measure and left your mother for last.” 
Eclipse expedited the narration even more once he noticed how pale my face had become. I didn’t care about my family, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t horrified by the details of their murders. There was a fine line between wanting to know what happened and being able to handle it. I was teetering on that thin line and I was afraid I would topple over soon.
“When you were done with your mother, you crawled underneath the bed where you ultimately fell asleep, only to wake up later, remembering nothing and feeling nothing.”
I looked at him, allowing the nausea to filter out and the frustration to take over. Now that we were done gathering the puzzle pieces, I wanted to put them together and make sense of it. “How does that malevolent entity fit into all of this?”
“Something kept your whole family numb for you,” he answered as thunder and lightning continued to scream outside. “Your sister’s room corroborates this. Her door was locked, but you somehow managed to get in. This means that something unlocked it for you, granting you access to her.” 
He measured the hushed room. 
A blaze of enlightenment cloaked his eyes. “Something set this all up for you. Every family member saw you before you killed them. If they wanted to, they could’ve taken the gun and knife away from you and overpowered you in a heartbeat, but they either chose not to or they weren’t able to. The only thing I could surmise is that something must’ve kept them numb . . . kept them paralyzed so it would be easy for you to kill them. This is probably why your parents and sister didn’t run out when you shot your brother. Something must’ve cast a veil over their senses to prevent them from hearing the first gunshot.” 
He smirked in disbelief, his expression genuinely bewildered. 
“Something went to great lengths to make sure that their blood would get on your hands and your hands alone,” he thought out loud. “For whatever reason, it really wanted you to kill your own family.”
“And we’re still under the belief that I wasn’t possessed?” I asked, finding it difficult to believe that my six-year-old self could be sadistic enough to do something this inhumane. 
“It is not a belief,” he whispered, his voice stern. There was an understanding look in his eyes, but behind it, I could also see firmness. “I know it doesn’t make sense . . . that it’s easier to believe that it was beyond your control because you were possessed. But it is important for you to remember that it was you who killed them. That sin is inarguable. A possessed human wouldn’t have that type of sin attached to them.”
He expelled a tired breath, raking his fingers through his hair in frustration. He looked extremely vexed. It seemed that this whole thing had him at a total loss as well. 
He started to vocalize his thoughts as he gazed out the window.
“For a Source, it would make sense that you’d be cruel enough to do this and not have any guilt for it. But the thing about you specifically is that you do not have the temperament to kill people.” He faced me, his thoughts running a mile a minute. “You’re a very passive-aggressive individual. Your view on death is just that; you see it as a way of life rather than torture. For you, it would be more in your nature to keep your victims alive so that you can enjoy their misery—not kill them and release them of their suffering.” He glanced around the room again, something finally clicking in his mind. “With these stabbings and gunshot wounds, it seems that instead of doing it for amusement, you did it with a purpose.”
The fine hairs on the back of my neck stood. I stared dismally at the bed where the police said they found me stabbing my mother. 
“It basically all comes back to whatever was in here with me fifteen years ago,” I said quietly. “It also comes back to why it set this whole thing up for me in the first place.”
“Another big thing that should be noted is that your house is part of the Holy Land,” he went on when I mentioned the evil entity. If it was even possible, his voice pulsed with more confusion. “No malevolent entity has the power to step foot here, especially not inside this house.” He scoffed to himself, shaking his head with growing perplexity. After a long, frustrated pause, he muttered, “What the hell was in here with you?” 
A troubling thought besieged me. I widened my eyes, not believing that I didn’t pose this question before. I touched his arm, my face teeming with curiosity.
“Where did I get the gun?”
He looked at me, having yet to fully come out of his own thoughts. “What?”
“We never established where I got the gun,” I said again, reiterating something that the prosecutor completely bullshitted, saying that I got it from my dad’s closet. “I doubt my father or mother would own one, especially with a small child in the house. I may not remember much about them, but I remember bits and pieces of who they were. They would never allow a gun in here. It wouldn’t be in their nature to have something like that around their children.”
Comprehension began to spread over his face. 
It was as if my words had reminded him of an important fact. 
“Her feet were covered in dry mud,” he breathed out disbelievingly. 
Mystification wrapped over me. “What?” 
What was he talking about? Whose feet were covered in mud?
“When we met your six-year-old self the other night,” Eclipse clarified, his voice heightening. “Her feet were muddy.” He pointed to the gardens outside. “That night, she must’ve been outside before the massacre took place.” 
With my mind swirling, I consulted the crime scene photos again and sure enough, there were little trails of dirt in the pictures, indicating that she did go outside during the course of the night. 
We peered at the stormy scene outside the windows. 
As my eyes traveled over the manicured gardens, a peculiar observation hit me. “Is it normal that after fifteen years, everything still looks the same outside? That it hasn’t aged or changed at all?”
Eclipse whipped around to face me. “You didn’t pay people to take care of it over the years?”
I shook my head. “No. I told you. It’s been abandoned for years.”
Realization blazed in Eclipse’s eyes. With urgency glued beneath the soles of his shoes, he suddenly bolted for the stairs. Puzzled, I shadowed him, falling into step with him just before he opened one of the closets near the backyard. There, he grabbed a shovel and proceeded to speed out into the backyard.
“What is it?” I asked confusingly, grabbing a shovel as well and running after him.
“Something’s beneath the land,” he panted, quickening his pace after we immersed ourselves in the pelting rain. 
I nearly keeled over at his declaration.
He stopped at the center of the backyard. Without saying anything else, he plunged the shovel into the damp ground and started digging. I had no idea what to do so I did my best to dig with him. The storm grew worse around us, the world darkening while streaks of lightning plagued the skies. Rain poured and poured and we kept digging until—
Clink!
We hit something that wouldn’t let us dig any further. 
Four feet deep in the ditch, Eclipse and I had to hop out to grab a flashlight from our backpacks to see what we had struck. Hands fumbling, I pointed the flashlight in the direction of the hole we dug up. 
I gasped when I saw what was beneath the land.
Blood.
Slates of frozen blood. 
“What the hell is that?” I choked out while Eclipse peered unblinkingly at the frozen blocks of blood beneath us. 
He looked equally as shocked. It was only after another second of ruminating that awareness began to saturate his eyes. 
“This area is no longer a part of the Holy Land,” he finally shared. He seemed stunned with this discovery. “Something unearthly powerful marked this area as their own. This type of magic is very dark and very ancient. Even I’ve never seen anything like this before.” He looked at me, his eyes rippling with more realization. “Do you remember the blood rain that fell when I attempted to channel your memories?”
I nodded, my mind still trying to grapple with the sight below me. Eclipse had attempted to channel my memories from the night my family was murdered. While he tried to unearth these memories, a flood of blood rain started to pour from the sky, forming a circle around us. I later found out from Eclipse that someone had not only placed a veil over me to keep me from remembering what took place on the night of the massacre, but that someone also stole a piece of my soul.
“The same entity not only sacrificed a portion of their life force to place a veil over you, but as it would appear, they also sacrificed a portion of themselves to taint the Holy Land underneath your home.” His expression morphed from one of bewilderment into one of foreboding. “Something this powerful cannot step foot here or even have the opportunity to taint the land unless your family welcomed it—unless they invited it in somehow.”
His words astounded me to the core.
My hands went slack. I hadn’t realized that in the process of grabbing the flashlight, I had also clutched onto my brother’s bible for comfort. I didn’t even realize I was holding it until it fell to the ground, nearly tumbling into the ditch before it stopped. 
Whoosh.
At that precise moment, a huge gust of wind came and flipped the book open, blowing the pages about. It was only when the pelting rain grazed upon it that the bible pages stopped at a page that looked different from the rest. 
Chills dripped into the fibers of my body when I realized what it was.
It wasn’t just a bible. 
It was also my brother’s diary.
Paralyzed from head to toe, I watched Eclipse lift the bible up and hold it close to me. Hearts racing in anticipation, we read the contents of that page under the illumination of our flashlights. What seemed to be the last entry in the book read: 
“Mom, Dad, and my sister won’t stop crying. I can’t stop crying either. My heart hurts. She died today. My baby sister died today.” 
I smothered a gasp at what I read. I then felt the shock and confusion within me grow exponentially when I read his edited entry that was written in another color of ink:
“Thank you, God. She’s okay again.”
I gazed at Eclipse, whose expression mirrored mine. 
He was absolutely thunderstruck.
“Is it me?” I incited at once, the blood draining from my face. “Is he talking about me?” My mind swirled while the storm continued to deluge over me. “How could I die and come back to life again?”
“Is there a date there?” Eclipse flipped through the pages in search of anything that would give us an indication of when my brother had written this. The closest he could find was an earlier entry that was dated several months before I was born—a couple of months before December 26.
“They had a miscarriage?” I asked, the curiosity rising like a typhoon within me.
“We need to learn more about your family’s past,” Eclipse prompted at once, also perturbed by this diary entry. He looked at me through the rain. “You know nothing more about your family’s past, right?”
“Nothing,” I said honestly. “I told you everything I know.” My lips quivered uncontrollably. This new discovery was too climatic for me. I couldn’t let it all end here without getting an explanation. “Where do we go from here?” I asked, conveying my desperate concern. “We can’t just stop here. We have to find out what my brother meant.”
Eclipse was quiet for a while, his thoughts already stirring on how to deal with this quandary. Fortunately for us, his resourceful mind had figured out a possible solution.
“Your family is very religious and this is a small town.” His eyes locked with mine. “What do religious families do when they need guidance?”
I thought for a moment before saying, “They turn to their church.”
Eclipse surveyed the surrounding terrain. “On the train ride here, while we were attacked, I remember seeing a cathedral. I’m sure someone there can help us.”
“It’s a long shot,” I whispered as rain continued to beat down on us. There was no guarantee that my family even turned to the church for guidance and no guarantee that what my brother wrote should be taken seriously.
“It’s a shot,” Eclipse retorted with the same frustration. “Do you have any better ideas?”
I didn’t. 
So with one final sweep of the house, picking up all the crime scene photos and clearing the home of our presence, we sprinted out of the house. We journeyed to the last place in Serenity that I hoped would give me answers to the new questions I had. 
What did my brother mean when he said that ‘my baby sister died today’?
What could’ve happened to me during my mother’s pregnancy that would’ve caused him to write that entry? 
And the most important question: What could’ve happened that would cause him to write that addendum? 
“Thank you, God. She’s okay again.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
“And forgive me for the joy I will take in the extermination to come.”

12: Cathedral
 
The storm worsened after we left my family’s home.
Thunder and lightning crashed above us in the darkness, eventually causing streetlights to flicker before the electricity around town died out indefinitely. With nothing but Eclipse’s jacket covering over us, we ran through the downtown area of Serenity. People were closing up shops early, running to their cars and driving home to hide from the worsening storm. 
As people ran in the opposite direction from the storm, Eclipse and I continued to make our way past civilization, literally towards the eye of the storm. After sprinting down the grassy slope, we stopped when we finally arrived at the front steps of the imposing cathedral.
I took in a deep, shuddering breath as I peered up at the religious infrastructure. I felt so small standing before it.
The cathedral was built neo-gothic style and was grand in every sense of the word. Tucked away from the rest of town on its own acre of land, it stood powerfully under the gloominess of the dark sky. It looked welcoming for a lost soul, but intimidating for someone like me, who was missing a part of her soul.
As I stared up, I couldn’t help but recall different scenes from my childhood surrounding this place. I remembered images of me running up these steps, laughing and enjoying myself. At that precise second, that memory made me sick to my stomach. The last place I wanted to be in was a cathedral. 
“You okay, Teacup?” Eclipse prompted. It seemed like the question of the night, but in the face of all that I was being exposed to, it felt appropriate.
I forced a smile and nodded before we shook off the rain and climbed up the steps. We walked into the main hall where we saw a glimpse of the long cloister hall that led into the courtyard. There were people standing in front of the entryway, whispering goodbyes to one another. We smiled courteously and stepped past them. We advanced into the cathedral and it felt like I was transported into another world entirely. 
The cathedral was dark, but completely warmed by the illumination of candles set all throughout the enormous room. The lack of electricity did nothing to detract from the beauty of this wondrous place. If anything, it enhanced its splendor. We strode past the pews, our eyes roaming over the high ceilings. There were individuals seated across various areas of the cathedral, lost in their own world of prayers. I looked past them and had to hold my breath as I examined the entirety of the cathedral. 
I appraised the fresco on the walls and ceilings, heavenly images that told of divine stories that I never wanted to hear about. The gilded altar stood proudly in front of us, twinkling under the kiss of the candlelight. The cathedral was the personification of beauty and grandeur. It was as if those who built this building poured their entire heart and soul into this work of art. They believed in nothing but the best for their Lord above. 
“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” I muttered under my breath, feeling incredibly uncomfortable with all the heavenly images surrounding me. 
I could still feel remnants of the cold breeze filter into the cathedral, causing goose bumps to cloak over my skin. It was one thing to step into a cathedral for a brief period to ask for holy water, but it was another thing entirely to purposely walk in with a Demon by my side.
I hated it in here. 
This holy building was too flawless. It reminded me of my own impurities, it reminded me that I was far from human, and it reminded me of my torrid past. In short, everything about it aggravated and offended me. I was surprised I hadn’t burst into flames from breathing the air within these walls.
“We have to be here, Gracie,” Eclipse reminded, residual rain droplets dripping off of his structured jaw.
“I get uncomfortable when I see crosses,” I told him tightly, already regretting our choice to come here. My brother could have just been bullshitting when he wrote those journal entries and we could easily be chasing a dead end. “Do you think I want to be in a cathedral of all places?” 
“You think this is comfortable for me?” Eclipse asked harshly. “I’m the Demon here.”
“This is such a bad idea,” I continued, every part of my body churning in dread. “This is not like the movies. We’re not talented crime scene investigators. We’re going to screw up and the people here are going to call the cops on us for asking too many shady questions.”
“Do you want to find the missing piece of your soul or not?” Eclipse impressed before adding, “Can you really live with yourself if we leave now simply because you’re feeling uncomfortable in a church?”
I bit my lower lip at his convincing argument. I said nothing more and simply turned away because I knew that he was right. I didn’t come all this way to leave just because I was uncomfortable in a church. I was stronger than this.
Satisfied with my concurring silence, Eclipse continued to walk with me through the cathedral. We were still looking around when we locked eyes with a priest standing in the corner. He had just finished talking to two couples who were now bidding him goodbye. I couldn’t really make him out in the darkness until he smiled and began to approach us. My heart stilled the moment the candlelight flickered over his face. 
He was relatively short, plump, and just plain friendly looking as he came over to us with a big, kind smile on his face. His black robe swished as he walked, and I immediately recognized him from snippets of my past. 
My family’s priest . . .
My heart rate quickened. I couldn’t believe that I was meeting someone from my past. I was utterly flabbergasted by this unexpected turn of events.
“Good evening, Father,” Eclipse greeted politely, inclining his head as a gesture of respect.
“The Heavens have really opened up tonight, haven’t they?” the priest asked warmly, his eyes surveying the stained glass that had streaks of lightning and rain illuming from behind it.
Eclipse and I faked a genial laugh. 
“That’s actually what brought us here,” I told him respectfully, putting on my actress face. It was a bewildering feeling to meet someone from my past—even if I couldn’t remember him entirely—and despite my excitement and nervousness, I couldn’t let it frazzle my thoughts. I had a plan and in order for it to come to fruition, I had to maintain my cover. 
Let the acting begin.
“Are the two of you having some trouble?”
Eclipse nodded, glancing down at me with a troubled expression. 
“My wife”—I froze briefly at the term. Luckily, I was able to regain my composure. It was smart thinking on his part to tell the priest that we were a married couple to cultivate trust and make him think that we were harmless. Still, I couldn’t help but blush as he casually went on with his lie—“and I were traveling and we had some car trouble along the way. All the electricity and phone lines are down because of the storm.” He feigned an uncomfortable laugh. “Long story short, our cellphones are useless in our time of need, we have no way of getting help tonight, and we’re afraid of traveling further in this storm. A hotel isn’t around for miles and—”
“There’s more than enough room here for the two of you,” the priest interjected with a benevolent smile, already knowing what we were getting ready to ask him. 
I beamed appreciatively. Eclipse and I weren’t exactly the picture of normal. We were drenched from head to toe and looked horrible due to sleep deprivation. We were essentially the embodiment of what “unkempt” would look like. I had the distinct feeling that as soon as he saw us, he knew what we needed from him. And being the generous man that he was, he was already willing to offer a place for us to stay for the night. 
“It won’t be too much of an imposition for you?” I asked timidly.
He laughed kindly, holding up a gracious hand. “Please stay. The Lord will not forgive me if I allowed his children to fend for themselves in a horrible storm like this.”
We smiled, knowing ourselves that the Lord would not forgive him for inviting abominations like us to stay on holy ground. 
So be it, though. 
What the priest didn’t know would not hurt him, and what he did know could only help me. 
“Are you sure it won’t be too crowded?” Eclipse inquired, looking around the occupied, but slowly dwindling cathedral as people started packing up for the night and heading home. 
The priest shook his head. “It won’t be too crowded at all. It’s just me here tonight.”
Our eyes twinkled like stars in the night. 
Just him tonight. 
That was exactly what we wanted to hear. 
 
●●●
 
After directing us to a room in the back, the priest, whose name was Father Baek, left us to settle in as he went back to finish up with the people left in the cathedral. 
While we impatiently waited for him to return, Eclipse and I stood underneath the arch of the open gallery, staring out into the beautiful courtyard. 
A water fountain played musical notes for us while the stone pillars that separated the cloister from the courtyard gardens blocked the wind for us. The menacing storm above sounded like nothing more than a stream of whispers within the majestic space. There was a sense of purity to these grounds. It was as though all the evil in the world could not remotely penetrate these holy walls. It was incredibly peaceful standing there, listening to the sprinkle of rain as it cascaded into the garden. For the first time since we had been in this city, I truly felt like it lived up to its name: Serenity. 
“What’s the plan?” I asked secretively, trying to act like admirers while the other people trickled out. 
Remnants of rain sprinkled onto the walkway, causing Eclipse and I to take a step back to avoid becoming further drenched.
Eclipse flashed me a questioning look. “We need a plan to interrogate a priest?”
I gaped at him. “Shouldn’t we?” 
Who did he think we were trying to get information out of? Gossip girl? Of course we needed a plan. 
“Why wouldn’t he tell us what we need to know?”
My gaze on him turned critical. 
“He is bound by his religious duties,” I deadpanned.
“He is a human being with a mouth,” Eclipse answered indifferently. “Religious duties or not, when under the right circumstances, all humans will sing like a bird.”
My eyes bulged at him in shock. “What do you plan on doing to him to make him ‘sing like a bird’?”
He gave a noncommittal shrug. “Perhaps I could physically overpower him and force him to tell us what we need to know.” He evaluated the tranquil courtyard. “This place seems very quiet and people are weeding out. In this storm, no one can hear him if I torture him.”
“Don’t you dare,” I chided at once, outraged by how careless his plan was.
Eclipse blinked at me in mystification. His ignorance when it came to the human etiquette of politely asking questions truly surprised me. “Why not?” 
“You’re not going to beat up a defenseless old priest!”
“It would be poetic,” he reasoned with a note of humor in his voice. “Good versus evil.”
“No, it would be a thug picking on the elderly.”
He sighed, relinquishing his negligent plan after my obvious opposition. 
“Then Plan B is to bond with him and hope that he loosens up enough to spill something.” He shook his head in bitterness. “I should’ve brought a bottle of Jack Daniel’s with us.”
“This is such a bad idea,” I grumbled, still feeling awkward with being on holy ground. 
“Wow, you’re really uncomfortable here, aren’t you?” Eclipse noted, clearly sensing my unease. 
“How are you so calm?” I incited, moving the spotlight off of me and back onto him. The less I was reminded of my own uneasiness, the better. “Does being in a place like this do nothing to you?”
Eclipse’s lips curved into a half-smile. “Any other Demon would be shunned from here or at least feel uncomfortable. For an entity of my caliber, this is simply another ground for me to stand on—Hey Father Baek!”
Eclipse’s tune changed drastically once he heard footsteps approaching us. 
Like a snake, I whipped around and felt a fake smile spread across my mouth at the sight of the priest.
“Hi Father Baek!” I greeted just as chirpily. 
He approached us from the other end of the cloister with another one of his big smiles. It was a smile that could make the most nomadic of people feel at home. 
“Thank you again for giving us shelter tonight,” I said politely. “I know that this is completely unorthodox and such a burden. I want you to know that we really appreciate it.”
“Please,” Father Baek said kindly. “The storms in this part of the country can get horrible. I’d rather the two of you be here rather than out there. Please don’t think of yourselves as burdens. The church and I are happy to help.” Another big smile flickered over his face before he added, “Oh! And I’m so sorry! I’ve been rude.” He chuckled to himself, his shoulders vibrating with mirth. “You will have to forgive this old man. At times, my age shows more than I hope it would. What are your names?”
“L-Laylee,” I introduced on a whim. I had no idea where the name came from, but it seemed like a good one to use. I was smart enough to introduce myself as “Laylee,” but when it came to his own name, true to his personality, Eclipse did not adhere to the same plan. 
“I’m Eclipse,” he said proudly and resolutely, not even deigning to use an alias. Considering the situation though, it wasn’t crucial for him to use an alias. He had absolutely no history here; I was the one who had to be very careful.
“Eclipse,” Father Baek repeated slowly. Another soft chuckle arose from him, rolling over me with its warmth. If I ever truly had a home, I imagined that this was what home would feel like—warm, assuring, and comforting. “What a unique name.”
“I’m a unique person,” Eclipse supplied simply. To my surprise, he seemed to have become very amused with Father Baek and his contagious kindness.
Father Baek grinned knowingly. “I imagine it must be difficult for your loved ones and friends to come up with a nickname for you.”
Eclipse laughed, genuinely laughed in the manner that he only did with the kids at Sanctuary and with me. His amusement for Father Baek appeared to have crossed over into sincere endearment. 
“You’re right, Father. People, especially my brothers, have had a hard time with coming up with any nickname for me. The best anyone can come up with is ‘Lips’ and this nickname wasn’t one that my brothers wanted to use.”
Father Baek chuckled, turning to me. “Do you have a nickname for your husband, Laylee?”
A smile played around the corners of my lips. Although it felt odd for Eclipse to be addressed as my “husband,” I pushed past the odd emotions it elicited. I playfully eyed Eclipse, as only an adoring wife could to her husband, and said, “Ashtray.”
A confused laugh permeated from Father Baek. His friendly eyes traveled from me to Eclipse. “Ashtray?”
“I smoke a lot,” Eclipse explained, warmth reverberating in his voice. “She started to call me that after I gave her a nickname that pokes fun of her height. It was her way of calling me ‘Asshole’ without using the actual word.”
“Eclipse!” I hissed in outrage. 
I was shocked that Eclipse would use such a blasphemous word with a man of God in our presence. I was sure that Father Baek would kick us out of the cathedral for the sheer audacity of Eclipse. However, what occurred next was surprising and astonishing to me. Instead of saying that he was offended or even acting like he was uncomfortable—because one could easily tell that Father Baek had never cursed in his life—he simply steered the conversation along without making either of us feel like we had “sinned” in front of him.
“What nickname did you give her?”
Eclipse grinned faintly. I realized now that he was purposely trying to push Father Baek’s buttons. He was also surprised that Father Baek was being so cool with us. 
“Teacup,” he answered, his tone of voice at its warmest when he shared the endearment he had given to me. 
“Ah yes,” Father Baek murmured, as if it all made sense to him now. A playful glint sparkled in his eyes. “No wonder she calls you an Ashtray.”
Eclipse and I gaped at Father Baek for a stupid second. Did he really just say what we thought we heard him say? 
The three of us stared at one another for a long stretch of silence before our shoulders began to shake. 
Soon after, a flood of unfiltered laughter erupted from our chests. 
“Hahahahahaha!”
The sound of our boisterous laughter echoed through the garden, combating with the storm. For a fleeting moment, it took away all my misery. I hadn’t laughed in such a carefree manner in a long time and I knew it was the same for Eclipse. What a surprise it was to be having this much fun with a priest. 
After regaining our composure, Father Baek graciously asked us something that would solidify our relationship with him forever. 
“Would the two of you like some ice cream?”
 
●●●
 
Father Baek was the embodiment of the type of priest you’d expect a man of God to be.
He was kind, extremely charming, exceptionally friendly, and absolutely loveable. Honestly, if you managed to get the Demon of Lust and a Source of Evil smitten and in the palm of your hands, hanging onto your every word, then you were truly amazing. 
Father Baek was seated in the middle of a bench in the courtyard while Eclipse and I sat on either side of him, both vying for his attention like children. As we ate our ice cream cones and stared out into the courtyard, Eclipse and I genuinely bonded with Father Baek. It was probably too forward of me to admit, but I completely fell in love with him—just as I knew Eclipse had.
It was strange and concurrently heartwarming to see Eclipse and Father Baek get along so well. Initially, I assumed that Eclipse was faking it and enacting his plan to gain Father Baek’s trust. To my surprise, by the time we got our ice cream from the mini-fridge and settled onto the bench, I was floored at the genuine bond that Eclipse had formed with him. I was surprised by the bond I was creating with Father Baek as well. 
Within reason, we nearly told him everything about ourselves. 
Eclipse shared with Father Baek about his failed ambition (overthrowing the monarchy in Hell). He substituted the truth by saying that he attempted to initiate a corporate takeover of his father’s businesses, but failed to do so. He shared that he had been cut off from the family inheritance and that he was now trying to find another ambition in life (which was to convert me into a Demon and find Genesis’ items). For myself, I confided in Father Baek about my studies in college, my sudden need to find myself (the missing piece of my soul), and the overwhelming changes in my life now that I had found my soul mate (a Guardian Demon who was protecting me from every other powerful entity in the world). 
I had no idea why we confided in him so much. Perhaps it was because we were in the middle of nowhere and Father Baek was the first kind soul we had met on this long and difficult trip. Perhaps it was because he was a man of integrity and we trusted him to keep our secrets. Or perhaps it was because he was a stranger that we knew we’d likely never meet again, but it felt nice to sit there and pour our emotions out to him. 
“So what’s your story, Father?” we asked excitedly.
I smiled attentively as he answered our questions about how he became a priest, what some of the challenges were, and why he loved it so much. Vague images of my father sitting on this very bench played in my mind, reminding me of a time when I sat there alongside him while he hung out with Father Baek. There were a million possible reasons as to why we liked him so much, but at that particular second, I realized it was because he was the only link to my past. He didn’t remember me, but I remembered snippets of him. It felt incredible to finally meet someone from my past; it felt incredible to finally be around someone who had such a link to my family. 
“When did you two get married?” he asked moments later, finishing the last bite of his ice cream and bringing the attention back to us.
“A few weeks ago,” Eclipse replied, glancing at me with an entertained glint in his eyes. He was more than enjoying the fact that someone out there truly believed we were married. “We’re newlyweds.” 
Father Baek’s eyes gleamed with warmth. “What made you pop the question?”
Eclipse heaved a ponderous sigh. Finishing the last of his ice cream, he poignantly said, “I realized that my existence is meaningless without her. I can’t live without her.”
Father Baek chuckled in approval at Eclipse’s “romantic” answer while I rolled my eyes because I knew the literal meaning behind it. His existence was dependent upon mine. If I died, then he was coming right along with me. There was no romanticism behind it—it was literally our reality.
When he saw me roll my eyes, Eclipse winked charmingly before turning back to Father Baek, who had just finished laughing when he casually asked, “What brings the two of you to Serenity?”
It was only after he posed this question that Eclipse and I were subtly reminded that we did not come here to bond with Father Baek. We came here to find out more about my family—about my past. This simple question from him was enough to knock me off my cloud and bring me back to reality. 
“Father,” Eclipse began carefully, his face regretful that he had to move this conversation along. He also realized that he could no longer waste time bonding with Father Baek. He had to get down to business. “This may seem like an odd question, but did you know the Hwangs?”
The light that once lit Father Baek’s eyes extinguished at the reminder of my family. I could feel my heart drop right along with it. Right away, the companionable vibe between the three of us took a dramatic and tense turn. Though he tried not to act like it affected him too much, the strain in his voice was too palpable. 
“The Hwangs?”
Eclipse nodded, his eyes gentle but pressing. “Did you know them?”
Father Baek appeared reluctant to answer. “Yes, but—”
“Can you tell us anything about them?” Eclipse interjected at once, already sensing that Father Baek was trying to close off the conversation. 
Father Baek shook his head slowly, guilt and dread filling his eyes. “It . . . it is not my place to speak about them. I can’t.”
“Father, we just moved into their home,” Eclipse blurted out, bringing our lies to another level in order to get Father Baek to cooperate. Eclipse liked Father Baek, but he liked his own existence more. If Father Baek showed strain, then it must mean that he knew something. And this in itself was the fire Eclipse needed to bring out the elaborate lies.
Father Baek’s eyes broadened as thunder boomed in the background.
“What?” He looked baffled. He was clearly recalling us telling him that we were newlyweds traveling through the city. “But you said—”
“There’s something wrong with that house,” Eclipse went on, utilizing his persuasive skills. Urgency undulated in his voice. “We didn’t get the opportunity to tour it before we bought it, but last night when we first moved in, we knew something was wrong.” He looked at me, his eyes feigning a husband-like concern. “As soon as we walked in, Laylee here started to feel unwell. She thinks there is something wrong with the house, but I’m not so sure. I brought her here in hopes of being able to talk to you and calm her down. I want to help her find out the history about the home before we fully decide if we want to live there or not.” 
Eclipse regarded him, his eyes filled with desperation. 
“Please, Father. My wife is the most curious creature in the world. We heard through the grapevine that there is something wrong with that house. However, no one would tell us why. Laylee is now deathly afraid of it. She won’t be able to rest well until she gets her questions about the home answered. And I would greatly appreciate it if you could help me help her.”
Father Baek looked conflicted between his duties to keep things private and the obvious attachment he had already formed for us. He assessed my quiet state. I said nothing to him because I was too overwhelmed by the emotions in his eyes to say anything. From his expression, I knew it pained him to have to bring this up. Regardless, as if feeling the unspoken plea in my desperate eyes, he set his reservations aside and finally opened the door for us. 
“There . . . there was a murder there fifteen years ago.”
Eclipse and I feigned shock. “A murder?”
“With the exception of one,” he went on, the disquiet becoming more prominent in his voice. Around us in the courtyard, rain started to descend more heavily. “The whole family died. Both the mother and father and their oldest daughter and son.”
“The six-year-old murderer,” Eclipse whispered, faking ignorance. “That was where it took place?” 
Father Baek nodded, strain infusing his dim eyes. 
I could sense it in Eclipse’s hesitant expression that he knew this next question could be the one to end things tonight. But because we truly had to find out about my family’s past, he took a chance and asked it anyway. 
“Was there something off about the family that could’ve been the cause of something like this?”
“I’m sorry,” Father Baek, as anticipated, dismissed. He had already shared too much. He didn’t plan on crossing the line any further. “I cannot say anymore.”
Eclipse nodded. Although he looked profoundly disappointed, he maintained composure. “My apologies. I understand.” 
His voice was considerate, but I knew how Eclipse’s mind worked. He was already formulating alternatives on how he should pry this information out of Father Baek. 
“I’m sure the two of you need to rest,” Father Baek said wearily, rising from his seat with a polite smile. The disconcertedness within him was blatant. “I’ll let the both of you rest now.”
Bestowing us with a gracious smile, he bid good night to us and eventually left us sitting there, staring after him. 
It was only when he disappeared that I returned my gaze to Eclipse. 
“That went well,” I muttered sarcastically. 
“This is what happens when we bond with someone as opposed to torturing them for answers.” Eclipse’s jaw locked and after several more stretches of silence, he shook his head. An interrogation wasn’t over until Eclipse said it was over. “This isn’t going to work. We’ve come too far to go home empty-handed.” He glanced at me quickly, determination present in his brown eyes. “I’ll be back. I’m going to go find him.”
“Don’t hurt him,” I said to Eclipse, even though I knew the last thing he wanted to do was harm Father Baek. 
A muscle leapt in his jaw. “Let’s hope he won’t give me a reason to.” 
And on that cheerful comment, Eclipse left, and I was suddenly left all alone in that quiet and somber courtyard.



 
 
 
 
 
 
“If there is a Demon in all of us, then I will show you yours.”

13: Mysterious Ways
 
Plunk.
Plunk.
Plunk.
As I watched the rain merge with the fountain water, my mind started to journey back to my family. I thought about the crime scene photos, the possible scenarios that could have taken place when I killed them, and how my life ended up after I was sent to the mental hospital and was forced to grow up alone.
Waves upon waves of memories inundated my mind. Feeling suffocated by it all, I rose from the bench. I didn’t know what came over me. Instead of sitting there and waiting for Eclipse to come back, I began to walk down the hall until I reached the double doors that led into the cathedral.
After taking in a deep breath, I walked in.
The electricity was off, the storm was still brewing, and there were candles laying on various surfaces in the cathedral. Though I felt uncomfortable, a part of me also felt at peace. I walked down the aisle, passed the empty pews, and kept my gaze on the altar before me. My eyes moved over the crucifix and the heavenly images on the walls. The thunderstorm outside gradually became faded background music, only making itself known when a clap of thunder and lightning flashed through the sky, illuminating the world beneath it and flickering within the cathedral through its stained glass. 
I took a seat at the end of a pew and stared at the altar.
My thoughts wandered back to my family. I thought about what I did to them and what they (and I) would’ve been like if they were still alive. Despite my own subconscious instructing me not to, I went further with these somber thoughts. I wondered how often I came to this church with them, I wondered about all the prayers that were answered and ignored here, and I wondered about the life that I stole from my family—that because of me, they would never have the chance to come here to pray again. I did not feel guilty about killing them, but in many ways, I felt unsettled. Then, I did something I hadn’t done in a long time: I thought about God and my views on him . . . 
I slowly felt my world revert back to when I was growing up in the mental institution—back to the most miserable time of my life. My throat closed up as the emotions welled up inside me, urging me to stop thinking about such despondent things. It was all too late. The dam had been opened and now, I had to deal with the mental destruction to come. 
Squeak.
I heard the wet rubber soles of someone’s footsteps moving over the tiles and approaching me in the darkness. I did not turn around, for I already knew who it was.
“When I was younger, all that I believed in was God,” I finally breathed out, unveiling a truth that I had never shared with anyone. 
I continued to stare brokenly at the altar while Father Baek sat down beside me, gazing at me like he could understand my pain. He remained quiet as I went on, emotions filling my normally void heart. 
“I knew that I wasn’t normal—that I was disturbed. I knew that there was something wrong with me, something inside me that I couldn’t control. Even when I was a child who knew nothing, all I knew was God and all I knew was that he was the only one who could save me.”
I gazed at the crucifix, feeling tears glaze my eyes as all the suppressed childhood pain came rushing back to me.
“I prayed to him every single day,” I spoke in agony, recalling all the memories of me kneeling in front of my bed in the mental hospital, tears cloaking my young eyes while I sought God’s help. “‘Please save me, Lord. Please help me. I need your guidance because I am losing this battle. I am losing and I need to be saved.’” My eyes hardened. “Every single day I would call for him and every single day, I would go to sleep, drowning my pillow with tears because he had yet to answer my prayers. I lost hope every night, but every morning, I would wake up with renewed hope. He cannot abandon me; he loves me. He’s supposed to love all his children so he cannot abandon me. So I kept praying. I kept hope alive because I trusted that he would save me. That’s what he is supposed to do. He’s supposed to save lost souls.” 
I swallowed tightly, smirking dryly to myself when I remembered that fateful night when I was crying in front of the fridge, pathetically bingeing on my pizza after a hard day of being bullied in high school. On that agonizing night, I ruminated about all the horrible things that had occurred in my life. I wondered to myself why God wouldn’t answer my prayers. 
“I kept praying until one night, I realized that he does not exist. That was why he didn’t hear me.” Hopelessness cloaked over the tears that I refused to shed. God was no longer worthy of my tears. “Or if he does exist, then he doesn’t exist for me because for over ten years, I called out to him in the darkest hours of my life.” I directed my attention to Father Baek. “Ten years, Father. In a world where people have renounced his presence, defiled his name, and cursed his existence, I stayed faithful to him. All I asked for was clemency, for him to help me be a better person and for him to show me mercy.” Hatred sifted into my eyes. “How can a God like that exist, Father? How can he create me to be this flawed when he has no intentions of being there for me when I pray to him? How can he give me this life when he won’t even help guide me through it?”
“The Lord works in mysterious ways,” Father Baek finally replied, pain prominent in his own voice. He gazed into my eyes, his pure intentions radiating out like the rays of the sun. “And I know that this is not the answer you would like to hear. You’ve probably heard this so many times before, but it doesn’t make it any less true. Prayers are never ignored; he always answers them. It’s just that sometimes—” 
“The answer is no?” I interjected with a scoff.
“Sometimes it cannot be answered yet,” he amended, truly believing that.
“The Lord cannot answer me,” I responded, staring at him with desperation, “but you can.”  
I had already made my peace with God’s rejection of me. If a God could be so cruel as to ignore the prayers of a child and allow all these horrible things to happen to me, then I no longer considered him my God. 
“Please, Father,” I pleaded. The candles around us continued to flicker in the silence. My disappointment in God would not cloud my true purpose here. “This house was a big purchase for us. As soon as I walked in, I knew there was something wrong. If you could tell us more, it would really help me. I cannot stay in that house unless I feel like I’ve learned everything there is to learn about it. If we can understand more about the family, then maybe we can make an informed decision on what we need to do.” I drew in a shaky breath, my eyes begging him to give me something that God had never given me: clemency. “I know that you hardly know us, but we’re desperate for answers.”
Squeak.
I could hear soft footsteps, and I knew that Eclipse had found us. Walking down the aisle, he took a seat in the pew in front of us and turned to face us.
“Please, Father,” he implored quietly. I didn’t doubt that Eclipse heard everything I said to Father Baek about my relationship with God—or lack thereof. There was a fleeting spark of understanding in his eyes when he glanced at me before he averted his full attention to Father Baek. 
“We need your help,” he continued, setting the second part of this interrogation into motion. “Either we move out of that house or we stay. It would be easier for both of us if we got the answers we need. Only from there can we make a decision that we won’t have any regrets for.” He looked at me. “Or resent the other for.”
I had to hand it to him. Using our “marriage” and the possible strain it could put on our relationship was a brilliant move. Eclipse may not be human, but he knew which human emotions to exploit. Father Baek’s kindhearted purity was no match for our callousness. 
Silence dwelled over him.
Father Baek divided his glances between us. As though fighting the dilemma inside himself, he peered at the altar. It was long seconds later that he parted his lips and then uttered words that we had been dying to hear all night. 
“What do you want to know?”
Eclipse and I breathed a sigh of relief. We had come too far, and if he hadn’t agreed at that moment, then we would’ve had to use the force that we never wanted to impart on him. Thank God. Thank the God-who-will-never-answer-us that it didn’t come to that. I liked Father Baek. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt him. 
“What was the little girl like?” Eclipse inquired at once. His voice echoed across the cathedral as lightning flashed in the background, lighting up the stained glass behind him. 
“A little ball of sunshine,” Father Baek answered painfully, his eyes dim. He smiled at the reminder of the little girl, and I felt my own heart warm. He may not know who I was now, but he still remembered the younger version of me—just like I remembered snippets of him. “Grace always lit up any room she walked into. She was always smiling and always laughing. There was this godly presence to her—”
“Angelic,” Eclipse provided, knowing exactly what he meant.
“A picture of innocence,” Father Baek concurred. “If you were to envision what the grace of God would look like, she would be the personification of that.” 
Eclipse nodded in understanding and then asked, “What was the family like?”
“Grace is the youngest of three children.” A look of ache spread over his face. It was too painfully obvious that he loved my siblings. “Faith was the eldest daughter.” 
The rhythm of my heart slowed at the mention of my older sister. 
Faith. 
Faith Hwang. 
An image of her sweet birthday note flashed across my mind before I forcefully pushed it aside. Don’t be distracted tonight, I reminded myself. There were more important things to be concerned about than a dead sister.
“At fifteen, she was full of smiles. She volunteered to help others and was always so respectful. And then there was Christian . . .” Warm laughter elicited from him at the mention of my brother. “Christian was a bit harder to take care of. Even at the age of thirteen, he was incredibly rambunctious. He was definitely a troublemaker, but he had a truly kind heart.” His visage brightened at the thought of the three siblings together. “Together, the three Hwang children were always the ones who lit up the room whenever they walked in.” He pointed at the pew across from us. “They would always sit there. Faith would always tie up Grace’s hair in little pigtails and Christian would always hold his baby sister in his arms whenever she was too tired to walk. They loved each other immensely—even an outsider could see that bond.”
Sensing the quietness that had overtaken me, Eclipse steered the conversation along to the last ones I was with that fateful night. The last ones I killed. 
“What about the parents?”  
Father Baek’s eyes glistened. Sorrow pulsed in his voice when he spoke about them. “They were wonderful parents. They genuinely loved their children. Whenever they came to church, you would see so much happiness from that family. They argued, they bickered, and they’d get into fights like everyone else, but there was always that bond . . . and that bond was forged by Sang and Susi.” 
I felt my heart still. 
Sang and Susi—my parents. 
My body trembled. There was no guilt within my soul, yet it felt like my body experienced the guilt and regret. My parents . . . the family they worked so hard to create . . . In one single night, I stole everything from them.
Father Baek regarded us, his eyes teeming with grief.
“I know the popular questions are, ‘what did that family do to her? Did they harm her? They must’ve been horrible if a little girl could be that disturbed. They must’ve been an awful family for something this horrific to happen.’ The truth is that they did nothing to deserve any of this. No one could mistake the love in Grace’s eyes whenever she looked at them. There was always this sparkle in her eyes—”
“Like she knew that she had been blessed,” I instinctively finished for him, finally speaking up after being silent for so long.  
Father Baek turned to me, his eyes meeting mine. Then, he parted his lips and said something that changed the entire course of the conversation. 
“Your whole family loved and adored you, Grace.”
I froze, absolutely thunderstruck.
What . . . what did he just call me?
I glimpsed at Eclipse to make sure that I heard right. When I saw the surprised look on Eclipse’s face, I knew that I wasn’t hearing things. Father Baek truly called me Grace. 
I faced Father Baek in a panic. I was desperate to keep my cover. “I’m sorry, you’ve mistaken—”
“I was there during your birth, Grace,” he told me softly, silencing me with the conviction in his voice. “I was there with you until the age of six. I may be old, but that doesn’t mean I’m forgetful or that I’m not attentive.”
My thoughts churned. I smirked faintly when it all came together for me. My mistake was underestimating Father Baek. It seemed that Eclipse and I weren’t the only tricksters in this church. 
“You knew it was me all along.”
I surmised then that this was the only reason why Father Baek was willing to be open about the Hwang family. For anyone else, he would never cross that line. However, for the youngest and only survivor of the Hwang family, there were to be no secrets if I asked for the answers.
“I wasn’t sure at first,” he admitted, lowering his eyes to my wrist, “but when I saw your gold bangles, I knew it couldn’t be any other child.” He brought his eyes back up to me. “What brought you back after all these years, Grace?”
“I’ve been running away for so long,” I said slowly, seeing no point in further pretending that I wasn’t Grace Hwang. “It’s time that I came back to my roots.” I looked at him, never feeling more vulnerable now that I was with someone from my past—someone who knew exactly who I was. “Do you believe I killed them?” I asked unexpectedly, my eyes unblinking. I didn’t know why I asked it and what I hoped to hear. The question came out faster than I could’ve stopped it.
“No,” he answered without faltering. His voice teemed with lament and sincerity. “I don’t believe you killed them, Grace. Not you.”
The answer was simple, unwavering, and honest.
I smiled gratefully at him. 
Hearing him say that gave me hope. A piece of my soul was stolen that night, but prior to that, it was still intact. If he trusted that the Grace Hwang prior to that night was human enough to not kill her family, then there was hope for my future after all. 
“Thank you, Father,” I said, genuinely meaning it. With the best acting skills I could muster up, I feigned a smile that gave no hint that I was actually the murderer. “It’s liberating to not have someone blame me for a crime that I did not commit.”
He nodded, his expression pained. “Where have you been, Grace?” 
“I was released from the psychiatric hospital when I was fifteen. From then on I kept a low profile and lived as normally as I could. I have friends who believe that my family is still alive in Busan. I’m too afraid of them alienating me and judging me if they knew the truth, so I lied.” My lower lip trembled in fear. “I’ve been hiding from this place but”—I looked at Eclipse—“Eclipse here has convinced me that in order to move on with my future, I have to reconcile with my past.”
Father Baek nodded empathetically. “Do you remember anything from that night?”
“Nothing,” I admitted with a frustrated expression. “All I remember is waking up beneath the bed and finding out that everyone was dead.” I expelled a shaky breath. “It took a lot for me to come here, to overcome all my fears about this place. I’ve been hiding from my past for a long time, but I don’t want to live that way anymore. I want to learn more about my family in order to move on.” I peered at him in a pleading manner. “I need your help, Father. I know that you were close to my family. I need you to help answer some questions I have about them.”
Father Baek swallowed tightly. “I will help the best I can.”
I took out my brother’s diary and proceeded with the reason we came to this church. “When we went back to the house, we stumbled upon my brother’s diary. In one of the entries, it says, ‘Mom, Dad, and my sister won’t stop crying. I can’t stop crying either. My heart hurts. She died today. My baby sister died today.’ Then, in another pen color, he wrote, ‘Thank you, God. She’s okay again.’” I peered at him with inquisitive eyes. “Do you know what he meant by that?”
Silence collapsed over Father Baek as he digested those words.
As if to provoke him, Eclipse asked something that was sure to rile Father Baek up. “Did her parents try to kill her?”
“No!” Father Baek answered at once, stunned that Eclipse could ask such an awful thing. “Of course not.”
Seeing that he had Father Baek right where we wanted him, Eclipse kept provoking him to get him to talk—to get him to finally tell us what we needed to know. “Were they in a cult or something?”
“No!” he breathed out again. “No, not Sang and Susi.” He turned to me, fearful that I would have the wrong perception of my parents. “Your parents would never do anything to hurt you.”
“What did my brother mean then?” I demanded, capitalizing on the passageway that Eclipse had paved for me. I felt horrible that we were goading Father Baek like this, interrogating him like he was a criminal. Nevertheless, this was far better than the alternative, which was to physically torture him until he cracked. 
Father Baek hesitated for a moment. Then, as if reconciling with the internal battle inside him, he exhaled a weary sigh. Reluctant as he may be about disclosing anything of this magnitude, Father Baek was also a reasonable man. This was my past, and if I deemed it necessary to be informed about it, then his reluctance would have to take a backseat to my needs. 
With a deep inhalation to calm his nerves, Father Baek finally disclosed the truth about my family’s past. 
“They had a miscarriage six months into their pregnancy,” he began, and I could feel icy fear course into my body as he spoke. “As a result of this, they fell into depression—your entire family did. Susi was devastated. She was here every single day, praying to God for help, for such a tragedy to have never occurred. Sang, Faith, and Christian would kneel here, crying on the floor everyday and begging for a miracle that would help bring their family back together. Then, one day, a miracle occurred. Susi was pregnant again.” He looked at the bible in my hands. “That was what Christian meant. His baby sister died, but when Susi became pregnant with you, as a child, he only understood it as his baby sister being okay again.”
“There’s something else,” Eclipse prompted, his eyes assessing Father Baek’s face.
I appraised him. I could also see that Father Baek was hiding something from me. 
On impulse, I asked, “How was I born?”
“She wasn’t born in a hospital,” Eclipse gently provided to help Father Baek along. Although Eclipse was relentless, he was also respectful with Father Baek. It was clear that he had grown to like and admire Father Baek. The last thing he wanted to do was intimidate him.
Father Baek nodded in concurrence. “She came early. Susi and Sang were at the church with Christian and Faith. They were on their way out of town when a storm hit and left them stranded. They stopped by the church because they were close by and decided to wait out the storm here. But then, something incredibly unexpected happened: Grace came before her due date.” His eyes feathered over me. “You were coming and your parents couldn’t leave for the hospital because the roads were too dangerous. Luckily, we had a nun with us who knew how to help deliver a baby. After several tumultuous hours of panic and fear for the simple fact that you were a premature baby, you finally came into the world, miraculously safe and healthy.”
“How bad was the storm that night?” Eclipse inquired abruptly, his attention on the stained glass windows where water was whipping across the glass.
“Really bad,” Father Baek replied, observing the current storm outside. “Roads were covered with snow, electricity was out, and everything was chaotic. It was a thousand times worse than tonight.”
Eclipse paled slightly. “But after she was born?”
“The world stopped, as if to watch in silence.” Amazement swelled in his recollection. “It was the strangest thing. Grace was born and the storm stopped. Everything fell into a quiet hush and Grace never once cried. She was just a healthy, quiet, and peaceful baby.”
“Why do you keep saying that a miracle happened?” I couldn’t help but ask. None of this made sense to me. “My parents had a miscarriage and my mother was pregnant with me afterwards, but it happens all the time. Babies are also born before their due dates all the time. It’s miraculous, yes, but not rare.”
“You don’t understand,” Father Baek told me carefully, staring intently into my eyes. “Your mother had a miscarriage on the sixth month of her pregnancy, she was pregnant with you thirteen weeks later, and she gave birth to you thirteen days afterwards.”
My heart stopped in its beat. 
The world seemed to have gotten louder, yet all I could hear was the resounding silence in my mystified mind. I gaped at Eclipse, whose eyes were huge with disbelief. Baffled, I returned my shocked gaze to Father Baek. It took me several long seconds before I could muster anything out. 
“Sh-she gave birth to me thirteen days after she found out she was pregnant with me?”
“That was why they named you ‘Grace,’” he confirmed. “To them, you were a gift from God. A miracle in every sense of the word.”
I was thunderstruck. 
I did not anticipate discovering something this astounding. 
“No one else knew about this?” I breathed out, barely able to preserve my composure.
He shook his head. “Only the few of us who were there during your birth knows.”
I clutched onto my brother’s diary, holding the bible close to my stomach for the longest time. My mind ran over my family’s death, my involvement in it, and my ultimate entrance into this world. How could anyone have mistaken someone like me to be a miracle?  
I couldn’t help but vocalize my thoughts to Father Baek. “I guess I’m not such a miracle after all, right, Father?”
“What happened that night, Grace?” I could tell by his expression that Father Baek was aware I knew something. He knew that I wasn’t as clueless as I made myself out to be. There was a mixture of apprehension and hope in his eyes. Hope that I would give him the answer that he had always believed in, an answer that would fully exonerate me from their deaths. 
I gave him what he wanted—a fabricated truth.
“Someone broke into our home, Father,” I started in a hollow voice. 
A better person would break down and confess the truth. Sadly, I wasn’t a good person. I was a desperate girl who had been exiled her entire life. Now, for the first time, someone who actually knew me believed that I was a good person. And I couldn’t let him down. I had to lie to protect the one remaining bond I had left to my family. 
“Someone broke in and killed each and every one of them. After he was done, he came and handed the gun and the knife to me. He told me that he wouldn’t hurt me if I hid under that bed and didn’t come out until he left. So I waited there, crying because I could see my father lying on the ground beside me. Blood was pooling around him as I felt the bed above me moisten with my mother’s blood. I continued to hide there, crying until I was so exhausted that I fell asleep. When I woke up, the cops were already there and they had already found me guilty. They told me that I was crazy and no matter how much I tried to tell them that I didn’t kill my family, they wouldn’t believe me. When they were interrogating me, one officer got really angry and began to choke me.”
Father Baek suppressed a gasp of horror as I went on.
“The trial went on for months. My own lawyers asked for leniency because even they thought I was crazy. I had to be crazy to kill my family in cold blood. They eventually hauled me off to a mental hospital and kept me there for about a decade. It was only when I began to lie and confess to them that I felt guilty for killing my family that they finally released me.”
I watched tears form in his aggrieved eyes, knowing that I would burn in Hell for lying to such a good man. I was wrong, but in my mind, I had done far worse. I simply didn’t want him to judge me. I didn’t want him to think any less of me. 
Hands trembling with anguish, Father Baek cupped a hand to my cheek as only a father could for a child he had failed. “I am so sorry that all of this happened to you, Grace. I’m so sorry . . .”
I nodded because in truth, I felt sorry for myself too. To anyone else, they would see me as a miracle because of how I was born. For myself, all I saw was a curse—a calamity. It wasn’t God who brought me back to my family. Something evil killed me, brought me back to life, and created me to be whatever I was now. 
I stared at Eclipse through the corner of my eye as I continued to speak with Father Baek. I couldn’t discuss it with him then, but I knew from the disconcertedness on Eclipse’s visage that there was something about my birth that was disturbing to him. 
If seeing Eclipse—the very spawn of Satan—this bewildered about your birth doesn’t give you chills, then I don’t know what would. 
 
●●●
 
“Thank you for everything, Father. You’ve been very kind to us,” I said to him the next morning, standing with him on the steps of the cathedral with Eclipse beside me.
After our talk last night, the three of us stayed up late and continued to talk about our lives. I updated Father Baek about what I had been up to since I was released from the psychiatric hospital and I told him about OinkOink and how much I missed the puppy. Eclipse went on to tell Father Baek about his problematic relationship with his brothers and his estranged relationship with his father. It was heartfelt without having to be completely informational. Though in the back of my mind, I couldn’t stop thinking about everything he shared with us, it was liberating to speak with Father Baek nonetheless. There was this bond that I created with him—something that I had only formed with Eclipse—and it was one that I appreciated. In Eclipse, I found my first possible friend, and in Father Baek, I truly believed I found my first possible family. 
“Come visit again,” he whispered as I gave him a big hug.
“We will,” I murmured, feeling as if I was hugging my father for the first time. 
“Thank you for putting up with us, Pops,” Eclipse said sincerely, giving Father Baek a handshake and then a one-arm hug. There was genuine admiration in Eclipse’s eyes, and I knew it was because he and Father Baek continued to have conversations about their philosophical views on life, even after I fell asleep on the pew. They had gotten so comfortable around one another that Eclipse even gave Father Baek an endearing nickname: Pops. I kept thinking “popcorn” whenever I heard it, but no one ever said that Eclipse was awesome with giving out nicknames. “Especially last night when I wouldn’t stop venting about my brothers and my good-for-nothing father.”
Father Baek smiled. “I wish you the best of luck sorting all of that out. We only get one family in life; if you can find it in your heart to forgive them and let bygones be bygones, then I hope you find that peace.”
Eclipse smirked almost too sardonically. “You don’t know my family. They’re not good people.”
“Everyone has the potential to be better.”
“Not my family,” Eclipse dismissed before diplomatically adding, “but thank you for your words of wisdom nonetheless, Pops. It is greatly appreciated.”
Father Baek nodded. His warm eyes assessed us. As if something had clicked for him, he asked. “You two aren’t really married, are you?”
“Not even close,” Eclipse and I admitted without hesitation. 
“Gracie here is not even that fond of me,” Eclipse continued by himself. “In her eyes, the only things going for me are my ungodly good looks and my insanely perfect physique.”
“And the only reason he’s here with me is because he wants to sleep with me,” I added, glaring at Eclipse. I resented him for calling out my superficiality. 
Father Baek laughed as a few cars started filing in. It was Sunday morning, thereby meaning that our private time with him was about to end. 
He shook his head, giving us a playful, chiding look. “You two have gotten too comfortable with me.”
Eclipse chuckled, taking inventory of how busy the church was about to become. “Get back inside, Pops. We don’t want you to get sick.” He smiled cordially at a church helper in the lot before giving Father Baek a respectful incline of the head. “Thank you again. If you ever stop by Seoul, you have to visit us.”
“I definitely will.”
“Thank you again, Father,” I voiced, my heart wrenching at the thought of leaving him. This trip had been a terrifying one, and he was the only thing that made it bearable. “We’ll come visit again soon.”
“Travel safely,” he said, holding both of our hands. “And make sure to keep in touch. If you need anything, I’m always here.”
Bestowing him with another respectful bow, Eclipse and I watched as Father Baek waved goodbye to us before he made his way back into the cathedral. Once he was safely inside, Eclipse’s carefree face changed into a serious one. 
Without warning, he began to whisper an incantation over the steps of the cathedral.
“What are you doing?” I asked, hurrying close to him with my backpack hiked on my shoulders. I smiled meekly at the cars that were beginning to pile into the parking lot, hoping that no one would see what Eclipse was doing. “I thought you had no powers left?”
“I have enough to do this,” he responded after he said his last incantation, his face becoming paler.
“What did you just do?” I inquired, racing down the steps with him.
“Protecting him,” Eclipse shared, his voice also surprised that he had done this. We hurried over the grassy slope to continue our trek home. “I erased our presence from there. Just in case anyone tries to track us, they won’t be able to bother him and interrogate him for answers.”
I nodded in approval, finding it ironic that Eclipse was voluntarily taking care of a priest of all people. There was no need for me to voice it because I knew he also found irony of everything that happened in this city. 
As we made our way back into town where we had planned on taking a bus home, I could no longer allow the wonderful bond we created with Father Baek to overshadow the important discovery we unearthed. 
“What does this mean, Eclipse?” I inquired, feeling the cold breeze pick up around us. Goose bumps appeared all over my body. “You told me that a Source is supposed to be born like any other human. Does dying and coming back to life thirteen weeks later, and then being born into the world thirteen days afterwards sound normal to you?”
“Far from it,” he answered distractedly, his weary face looking up at the skies. Dark clouds started to form over us in larger numbers. One storm may have passed, but another one was about to begin.
“Why do you keep looking at the sky?” I asked on impulse, sensing a strange omen from the weather.
Eclipse stiffened uneasily. As the wind picked up like an ocean of waves, he grabbed my hand and hurried me down the grass. Just then, the Heavens opened up and rain started to descend from the sky. 
“I revealed myself when I killed all those Demons,” he said quickly, his pace hastening. There was an emerging urgency in his voice. “Now it has not only been announced that a powerful Demon is with a Source, but it has also been announced that a powerful Demon is trying to convert a Source.”
“It has been announced that a powerful Demon is trying to convert me?” I voiced, terror whizzing inside me. A big gust of wind began to whip at us, throwing leaves in our faces. In a panic, we continued to run down the road while my mind spun in a paranoid circle. Fear undulated in my next words. “What do we do?”
“We have to leave here,” he provided tightly. “We need to haul ass back to Seoul. Now.”
I belatedly took note that his face was becoming paler and paler by the second. Before I could ask about it, I felt his grip on me loosen and then—
“Augh!”
He collapsed to the ground with a groan, clutching onto his stomach in pain. I kneeled on the ground, trying to help him when an earsplitting cough emitted from the depths of his chest. From there, nothing but blood poured out from his mouth.  
“Eclipse!” I shouted, the panic within me morphing into hysteria. I stared at him with shock painted on my face. 
His body was ice cold and his face was completely drained of color.
I took off my scarf and started to wipe the blood away from his mouth. 
“This is because you used the last of your powers a second ago, isn’t it?” I asked as he hissed in pain. Anxiety rummaged through me. I didn’t know what to do and seeing him like this made me panic more. “Eclipse,” I started, my entire body shaking. “W-we have to get you help. This is really serious. I really think you need help.”
“No. No, I’m fine, Gracie.” 
Even though he smiled lightly to assure me that he was fine, I didn’t feel reassured. He inhaled deeply to summon the last of his energy. After a full minute passed, he got up, wiped the blood away from his mouth, and began to walk, holding me alongside him. 
“We have to go,” he continued. “We have to go right now.”
“But—”
“I’m fine,” he assured again, holding my hand once we reached the town’s bus stop. “I’m fine, Teacup. It’s just exhaustion. I’ll rest on the trip back, but for now, we have to leave this place.”
I wanted to object, but I didn’t know the first thing about taking care of a sick Demon. Feeling utterly helpless, I stupidly bobbed my head and agreed. Together, we jumped onto the bus. To keep him warm, I covered spare jackets over him while we sat in the back of the bus. The wheels of the bus moved, taking us away from Serenity and taking us back home. 
“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked uncertainly after having him drink some water to hydrate his throat.
Eclipse nodded, his eyes closing in exhaustion. “I’m fine,” he said again, his voice drowsy. “I’ll be fine once we get back home, Teacup.”
“Okay . . .”  
I could feel the weight of his blood on my scarf, haunting me as the bus drove through the rainy countryside. Eclipse had fallen asleep, and I was lost in my own world of fear. After several hours, the fear within me worsened when I saw that there was still blood dripping from the side of his mouth. 
Biting my lower lip, I began to dab at it. 
I shakily touched his forehead and nearly reeled back in shock. It was ice cold.
I didn’t know what came over me, but at that instant, I was desperate to wake him up. I no longer wanted him to sleep.
“Eclipse?” I called gently, touching his cheek for him to wake up.  
When he didn’t respond, I felt a pit of dread form in my stomach. Voice trembling, I called out his name again. “Eclipse?”
My once paralyzed heart began to pound wildly. 
Why wasn’t he waking up?
I started to lightly slap his cheek to get him to open his eyes. 
“Eclipse?!” I shouted, my voice rising exponentially. 
Everyone on the bus was looking at us now, but I no longer cared. The only thing that mattered to me was Eclipse and the fact that he wasn’t waking up.
“Eclipse, what are you doing? Wake up! Wake up!” I started to scream out. 
In the background, the people on the bus started to panic with me. I could hear them tell the bus driver to hurry and drive to a hospital—that someone had passed out on the bus. 
“Eclipse.” I framed his cold face with my hands when the bus changed directions and started to head for a hospital. “Eclipse, wake up. Please wake up!” 
The entire time as the bus sped towards the hospital, the entire time as some of the commuters started to push everyone away to give Eclipse some air, and the entire time as I shouted for him to wake up, Eclipse remained as he was: asleep, unaware, and completely unresponsive.



 
 
 
 
 
 
“I live in a world where my name reduces others to their knees”

14: Hibernation 
 
Everything felt like a blur after we stopped at the hospital.
In a crazy frenzy, the paramedics rushed onto the bus to carry Eclipse out, placed him on a stretcher, and wheeled him into the hospital. 
With panic still surging through me, I tried to fight past the nurses to run into the emergency room to be with Eclipse, but I was held back. Although they kept me from him, I could hear the muffled and confused voices coming out of the room. 
No one knew what was wrong with him. 
At first, I thought they would find the stitches on him and attribute his comatose state to his injury. However, his arm was completely healed, offering no starting point for them to make their diagnosis. They checked everything. His vitals were fine, his heart was fine, and his entire body appeared to be in healthy condition. In theory, he was as healthy as any human being could be.
The doctors were mystified. 
No one understood why Eclipse was unresponsive and they had absolutely no idea how to help him. The hospital had no explanation for me. The best they could do was to keep him in the hospital and run more tests on him. 
I felt lightheaded as all of this took place. 
It was surreal sitting there as he lay unconscious on the hospital bed. 
“Eclipse, what’s wrong with you?” I found myself voicing softly. I stood over his bed, my eyes moving over his pale face. “Why won’t you wake up?”
Eclipse had always been the one with the answers. Now that he was unconscious, I had never felt more lost. In the real world, I would know how to get myself out of this mess. Sadly, in this biblical world, I felt like a child thrown into the wild without any directions on how to survive. My only ticket to survival was my Guardian, and he was lying dormant on a hospital bed.
“Eclipse, you have to wake up soon,” I continued desperately, shaking him. “I still have to go to school on Tuesday. I have a lot of projects to turn in and I can’t cut class.” 
It was a stupid thing to say because my last concern was school, but I didn’t know what else to say to wake him up. 
I can’t believe this is happening, I miserably thought when he didn’t even flutter an eyelash at my comment. 
The small part of me that was human was worried for him, but the bigger part—the sadistic part—was livid with him. How could he do this to me? How could he put me in this situation? 
“Some Guardian Demon you are,” I bit out thoughtlessly, not really meaning those spiteful words. 
I began to aimlessly walk around the hospital room, my mind swirling as I pondered over my quandary. I cursed at myself for allowing us to be here in the first place. I was so careless. I should have done everything in my power to keep them from bringing him to the hospital. Now we were not only screwed because Eclipse was in a comatose state, but also because we had gotten ourselves wrapped in another mess. How was I going to get him out of this hospital when he was completely unconscious? 
Damn it. 
How could I be so stupid? 
What could possibly make me think that our doctors could help cure a Demon’s ailments? Modern medicine was not evolved enough for an immortal being like Eclipse. He needed something else. He needed something rare—something of biblical proportions.
My heart hammered and I could hear my blood flow through my veins. 
My blood.
The single drop that saved that Demon I attacked . . .
Realization struck me. I whipped around to face Eclipse. I recalled him telling me that Royal Demons had no use for a Source’s blood, but what if he was wrong? What if my blood could help him? 
Desperate to do something—no matter how impossible the chance—I extracted a pocketknife from his backpack. With a deep inhalation to quell my frayed nerves, I slit the tip of my left index finger. A small drop of blood was instantly produced from the cut. With my breath hilted in my chest, I hurried over to his bedside, leaned forward, and carefully tipped my finger over his mouth. 
I watched as my blood dripped in between his lips and . . . nothing. 
The agonizingly long minutes slipped by and nothing happened. 
Then, my eyes bulged when I saw that the blood had begun to seep out from the side of his mouth. It was as if his body was rejecting it entirely. 
Panic exploded through me.
No! I needed him to drink it!
Desperation blinding my senses, I lifted my fingers again to give him more of my blood. If I injected a large portion of my blood into his mouth, then there was a chance that at least one single drop would make it through his system and—  
“You should be more careful with where you flaunt that blood of yours,” warned a stoic voice from behind me. “You don’t know if a Demon will be close by to take advantage of your idiocy.” 
I whipped around and found Lyna standing beside the window that overlooked the hospital gardens. She was wearing another one of her black dresses and she looked more pissed than ever. 
My eyes bloomed with hope. Despite fearing her company, I also found comfort in her presence. I had been stuck in the biblical world with an unconscious Demon and it was a welcome relief to be in the company of someone else who was from the biblical world—someone else who could help fix all of this. 
In that desperate moment, Lyna couldn’t have appeared more like an Angel to me.
The Demon’s cold gray eyes ran over me for a full second before she shifted her attention to Eclipse. “Hasn’t he told you that your blood will bear no effect on him?”
“I was just—”
“You thought it would be one of those fictional miracles where you’d be able to cure him?” she interjected coolly. The inflection in her voice swam with mockery.
“He won’t wake up,” I said numbly, taking no offense to the manner in which she was speaking to me. I was too distracted by my concern for Eclipse. “I don’t know what to do.” My eyes landed on his sleeping state. “The doctors can’t fathom what could be wrong with him.”
Lyna’s lips curled up tersely. To her, I was stating the obvious. “Of course they wouldn’t be able to.”
Undeterred by her abrasive tone, I continued to stare at her, my pale face imploring her for assistance. This was far beyond my area of expertise; it was far beyond my level of understanding. 
“What’s wrong with him, Lyna? Why won’t he wake up? Why is he like this?”
A dreary exhalation escaped from her as she folded her arms across her chest. Her eyes scrutinized me, challenging me to use my own deductive reasoning skills to figure out what happened to Eclipse.
“What happened to his father?” she drawled in boredom. 
I tilted my head at her, my brows inverting down. I regarded Eclipse and then turned back to her. “Eclipse is hibernating?”
She blinked in confirmation. 
“For extremely powerful Demons, when their powers are at an absolute minimum, their bodies protect themselves by shutting down and going into hibernation mode. Under the hibernation state, the last percentage of their power is preserved. It is only in this state that their powers can be renewed.” She let out a sigh. “It should be noted that Demons rarely wake up from hibernation unless they have enough recuperated power to do so. Due largely to the fact that Eclipse is a Dimmed Demon, it is no surprise that he has fallen into hibernation mode. It is also no surprise that it’ll take him millenniums to wake up, if he ever does.” 
Her judgmental eyes burned a hole into me. 
“Which brings the question back to you, you useless doormat. Why the hell were you trying to stick your blood into him? Didn’t you stop to consider that other Demons could be close by? That they could sense your blood and not only come to kill you, but Eclipse as well? Did you not consider how much danger you’ve put him in?”
Shame for my own carelessness engulfed me. 
I was so blinded by my desperation to wake him up that I hadn’t even considered this threat—that some Demon could’ve been close by, sensed my blood, and came for us. With Eclipse unable to defend himself, we were sitting ducks. 
“I—”
“Ah yes, your silly human logic was just hoping for a miracle, correct?” she sneered again. Another icy smirk curved on her mouth. “Surely, Eclipse must’ve impressed onto you that your blood is useless to someone like him?”
“He did, but I was desperate,” I explained shakily. “I didn’t know what to do. I just wanted to do something to help—”
“Or is your puny human brain too small to comprehend such a simple fact?”  
That insult was the final straw. I felt like a volcano, bottling aggression up and taking in all her insults. In real life, I would be too spineless to stand up to her. But this wasn’t real life. This was another reality and the sadist within me had had it with this bitch. 
She called me a doormat.
I would show her what kind of doormat I was.
Before I could register what had happened, my legs took off. Instead of standing beside Eclipse, I was in front of Lyna, standing on a chair with the pocketknife pressed firmly against her neck. There was an indentation in the area where the blade touched her neck. One simple thrust from me and her throat would slice apart at my will.
“Listen up, you goddamn witch,” I snapped, sick of her superiority complex.
I was already mentally fucked up with all that had transpired. I didn’t need her to screw with me even further. 
I glared down at her, my hand steady as I held the knife to her throat. 
“I’ve just had three of the most awful days of my life. I have fought Demons left and right, and I’ve had to confront a goddamn past that I’ve tried to avoid all my life. I am pissed, exhausted, and livid beyond imagination. It doesn’t help that the only one who can help me find the missing piece of my soul is in a fucking coma.” 
I pressed the knife closer to her neck, the razor already cutting through a layer of flesh. My gaze on her was lethal and merciless. 
“I don’t care if you’re more powerful than me. If you continue to piss me off, then I will fight you and I will make sure to do a number on you before you kill me. My sadism may be a flaw in my human world, but in your biblical world, I know it’s one of the biggest advantages I could have. Now stop taunting me. I may be soft-spoken and polite, but you know that I wouldn’t hesitate to stab you in the throat. Does your puny, immortal-sized brain comprehend that?”
I swallowed tightly, sparing an anxious glance at Eclipse. 
“Now help me help him,” I pleaded, cooling down and coming back to reason. As liberating as it felt to tell her off, she remained my only hope. I didn’t want to alienate her entirely. So with an even and polite voice, I lowered the knife, stepped down from the chair, and diplomatically added, “Please.” 
The whole time as I held my knife to her throat, Lyna’s face was void of emotions. I could’ve sworn she was ready to rip my head off for having the audacity to threaten her. To my surprise, instead of killing me, an impressed smirk slid across her face.
“Took you long enough to show your sadistic side, little human,” she stated in an entertained voice. The small cut on her neck healed instantly. She appraised me like I was an enigma—like there was more to me than what met the eyes. 
I inhaled deeply, maintaining composure. My rashness and stupidity aside, I still had more important matters to focus on. “Can you help him, Lyna?”
She smiled coolly, her face becoming serious as well. Although her superiority complex was far from gone, at least my status with her went up a notch with the unexpected bitch-fit I threw. 
“I can’t help him directly because I’m not capable of doing so,” she began airily, casting a glance at Eclipse before locking eyes with me. “But I can help you indirectly by sending you to the very place where you can find help: Sloth’s dorm in Seoul. If there’s anyone who can help Eclipse, it’s his brother.”
I nodded encouragingly, urging her to do it. I became confused when she remained placid, not even moving a muscle to help. I peered at her strangely before noticing the devious smile edged against her red lips. 
I knew that smile. 
It was a calculating one, it was a cunning one, and it was a scheming one. It was one that wanted an exchange for my desperation. 
“How desperate are you for him to wake up?”
I scrutinized her with disgust. I already knew what she wanted from me. “You want to make a deal with me?”
Lyna was unfazed by the revulsion on my face. She tipped her head at me, her features free of decipherable emotions. 
“Do you want to help him now or do you want to wait several millenniums for him to stir from his sleep?” She evaluated his hibernating state. “Better hurry, Grace. The longer you wait, the harder it will be to wake him up.”
I bit my lower lip, glancing at Eclipse before staring up at her in helplessness. The answer was simple to me. My veil lifted on my birthday, which was coming up soon. I needed him with me now.
“What . . .” I began cautiously, every part of me aware that it was a mistake to entertain the idea of making a deal with her. This was going to be something I’d regret, but what other options did I have? I didn’t have millenniums to spare when I was doomed to die in this lifetime. My ultimate goal was to die as a human being with her entire soul intact, and Eclipse was the only one who could help me with that. “What is the deal?”
“Do not fall in love with him.”
I had to do a double take because the ludicrousness of her “deal” was too stupid for someone of my intelligence to comprehend. “Excuse me?”
She hurled an annoyed look in my direction. “Did I stutter?”
She did not stutter, but my mind was stuttering. I was the six-year-old murderer and a Source with the most coveted soul of the millennium. Instead of forcing me to make some earthshattering deal that would benefit her power-wise, she chose to make this frivolous deal instead? 
“What kind of deal is that?” I critiqued, unable to silence my thoughts.
“My deal,” she answered flatly. There was conviction in her eyes, one that told me that she had been wanting to make this deal with me for some time. 
“Why would you make a deal like this?”
“Perhaps I’m being altruistic,” she evaded, folding her arms across her chest. “Dark Majesties are the worst ones to fall for. Only a fool would willingly drink their poison.”
Her visage grew serious, warning, and almost . . . regretful? The mysterious relationship between her and Pride slid into my circuit of thoughts. My eyes instinctively floated over the knife scar on her face. 
“You’re speaking from experience?” I asked without thinking.
Venom exploded on her face. It scared me so much that I recoiled back in fear. She wasn’t annoyed enough to kill me for threatening her with the knife, but she was certainly annoyed enough to kill me for not knowing my place. 
I held both hands up as my way of saying that I wouldn’t ask her any more personal questions. 
I immediately went back to what we were talking about.
“Look, I don’t know if you’ve forgotten an important fact, but I’m as selfish and sadistic as they come. My attraction for Eclipse is strictly physical. There’s no possible way I’d fall in love with him.”
“Yes, I am aware of this,” she responded carefully, assessing me from head to toe. “You’re very immune to the typical human emotions. Regardless, you’re still human. This means that the lineage of Adam and Eve is still pumping through you. You’re still a liability.” She smirked. “This deal is merely an insurance policy. I’m sure that your puny brain is intelligent enough to not fall for a Demon. However, just in case you do become stupid, this deal will keep you from performing the moronic act.”
I shot her an inquisitive expression. I was intrigued by the implication behind her words. “What will happen if I break it?”
“I will burn you alive,” she told me impassively, her expression challenging me to fuck around with her. When she detected the doubt in my eyes, she added, “I am powerful enough to bypass your veil without help, Source. Even Eclipse, when he is at his full power, cannot manage such a feat.” She stepped forward, towering over me. I found myself freezing in trepidation as she came closer to me. “I know that you fear me, but your fear will never equate to what you will feel when you break a deal with me. You do not want to know my wrath, I’ll tell you that much.”
I blinked slowly, not understanding why I was stalling on making the deal. 
“Why won’t you help him?” I tried to ask instead. “Aren’t you supposed to watch over him?”
“Because I am livid with him and his idiocy on this trip!” she snapped as only an older sister could when pissed off at her younger brother. She took a moment to close her eyes to calm herself down before she opened them again. Her composure regained, she serenely said, “I will deal with him when he wakes up. Since I have you alone, I might as well take out the anger I have for him on you.” She exhaled edgily, her face impatient. “What do you say, little human? Do we have a deal or should I leave and let Eclipse fall deeper into his hibernation?”
“Yeah,” I replied quickly, panicking at the thought of Lyna leaving us. Pushing the apprehensiveness aside, I said, “Yeah, deal. I’m not going to fall for him. If I fall in love with him, then you can burn me alive. ”
She nodded with satisfaction, pleased with my concurrence. “You have no one else to blame but yourself if you do.”
I rolled my eyes. My own impatience was beginning to surface. It was as if she was telling a priest to not have sex with a prostitute. It was idiotic. I knew what was expected of me. I would never fall for a Demon. It was against all the bylaws of nature, as well as my better rationale, to do so. 
“How about we start, Lyna?”
She heaved a sigh before a bowl of liquid—that looked suspiciously like oil—appeared in her palm. “Give me your hand.”
I clenched my fists together, keeping them protectively pressed against my chest. “What are you going to do to it?” 
“Dip your hand in oil and then light it.”
I blinked at her, stupefied by what she so casually stated. “Are you serious?”
Her expression turned intolerant. “Do I look like someone who’s capable of joking?”
No, you look like someone who would laugh at me when my body is burning alive, I wanted to retort. 
Had I met her weeks before, I would have run out of the room screaming in fear. Alas, a new era had begun in my life. Unfortunately for me, insanity was the name of this new era. 
“I couldn’t wait to get rid of him weeks ago,” I said tightly, finding it ironic that I wanted to save him so much. In resignation, I timidly extended my hand to her.
“Funny,” she murmured as she dipped my hand into the bowl of oil. “Weeks ago, he was saying the same thing about you.”  
She turned my hand palm up, oil dripping freely from it and spilling over the tiles. Before I could properly digest her response, an orb of fire materialized several centimeters above the palm of my oily hand. The orb hovered like a bubble with sparks of red fire spitting out from it. As sounds of crackling fire filled my ears, the fiery orb started to lower itself onto my palm. 
Then, something strange happened: my body started to move on its own accord. 
While my mind commanded it not to, my palm was seized with the inability to do anything but ease the orb of fire closer and closer to my lips. Next thing I knew, I had tucked the ball of fire into my mouth. The instant I swallowed it, an inferno of fire and light devoured me. The quietness of the hospital room was replaced with the sounds of people chattering, cars whizzing by, horns blaring, and rain sprinkling. 
My eyes bloomed when I processed that I was now standing in the middle of a busy sidewalk where people were bumping into me left and right. I looked at the hand that was once immersed with oil and saw that the knife wound on my finger was healed. Still in a slight daze, I surveyed the street and promptly recognized this as the area of the college campus where Sloth resided. 
Relief washed over me. I was glad that I didn’t burn alive and thankful that Lyna came through for me. 
“Thanks, Lyna,” I whispered to the misty air before I barreled through the crowd.





 
 
 
 
 
 
“And yet when you walk into the room . . .”

15: Luxuria 
 
With rain trickling over me, I pulled my pink infinity scarf over my head and sped towards the dorm. Other students had unlocked the main entrance, so I was able to slide through the door just as it was about to slam shut. I made a beeline for the stairs, not stopping until I reached the sixth floor. Once the pungent smell of drugs, alcohol, and puke began to bombard my senses from Sloth’s floor, I pushed open the door and hurried down the corridor. My eyes locked on the triple dorm room that was at the end of the hall.  
Fighting past the cloud of smoke, I ran into the room and searched for Sloth. His beanbag chair was empty, but his “friends” were still there, looking as pathetic as ever. They were all lying on the dirty floor, teetering between the realm of consciousness and unconsciousness. 
“Ex-excuse me,” I said to the dozen boys and girls in the room. My voice shook with fatigue. I tried to hide my critical judgment of them while I spoke. “Where’s your roommate?”
They did not deign to look at me as they drank their alcohol. 
“Out,” they replied sluggishly.
“Where?”
“At a restaurant . . .”
It took all my willpower to not kick them for being unhelpful. Maintaining my poise, I persisted and asked, “Do you know where?”
They fell asleep before they could answer, and I felt the hysteria assail me. If Sloth wasn’t in his dorm, then how on earth was I supposed to find him? I didn’t have his number or any other means of contacting him. The only way was to run into every restaurant on the street until I found him. The ineptitude of this “plan” taunted me. Regardless, desperate times called for desperate measures. Lyna had failed me. It was now up to me to find Sloth. 
I burst out of the dorm and darted around town like a wild animal. It was the blindest mission I could ever possibly have gotten. Every failed attempt made me angrier and angrier at Lyna.
“Lyna!” I hissed to the sky after running out of my thirtieth restaurant of the night. “The deal was for you to help me find Sloth. If I can’t find him, then the deal isn’t valid. Now stop slacking and help me!”
I was still running and silently cursing at Lyna when, as if on Lyna’s command, two tall figures jumped out of the corner and blocked my path.
“Hi!”
“Ahhhh!” I shouted instinctively, scuttling to the corner with the fervor of a cockroach. I was shaking, my heart ready to leap out of my chest. 
They have found me, I thought with paranoia. The Demons from the train have found me. I was certain that I was going to get abducted and be tortured to death. It was only when I got a good look at their faces that I stopped panicking. 
Phix and Coco.
“Aw, look. She’s so cute. She’s hiding,” Phix cooed as if I were a lost kitten. He was dressed in the same outfit I last saw him in: a leather jacket and dark jeans. There was a goofy and innocent smile plastered over his baby-like face. 
Coco, who was also dressed in a black leather jacket and jeans, simply rolled her eyes.
Phix continued to address me, speaking slowly and acting as though my brain was too small to comprehend anything coming from his mouth. 
“Wheeere arrre yooou goooing, litttttle huuuman?”
I couldn’t think. All I could remember was that it was all Phix’s fault that Eclipse was in this situation. He fucked up at the inn and because of that, Eclipse had to show his true form, use up all his powers, and pay for his actions. As a result, I was stuck without a Guardian Demon and forced to make a stupid deal with Lyna in an effort to save him. I was so exhausted with everything and seeing Phix only reminded me that he was the indirect reason why shit was hitting the fan in my life. 
My blood boiled and when I clenched my fists, I lost it. 
“This is all your fault!”
Thwack!
Thump!
Enraged, I proceeded to whack at him like he was my personal punching bag. I had no idea what had gotten into me. First, I was crazy enough to threaten Lyna with a knife. Now, I was crazy enough to attack a Demon on the streets. I would normally demonstrate more composed reactions, but worrying about Eclipse had flipped my world upside down. I was pissed at him for leaving me to fend for myself and I wanted the world to know my wrath.
“Owwww!”
It was an understatement to say that Phix was stunned by the violence displayed by this “cute little kitten.” I had no doubt that if this were anyone else, he’d knock them out for touching him. With me, he simply resorted to pathetically crossing his arms over his head. 
Unfortunately for Phix, I was relentless with my attack. 
Unfortunately for me, he had a backup with him. 
“Stop! Stop!” Coco shouted, struggling to yank me away from a whimpering Phix. “Oh my gawd! For such a short girl, you have so much force!” 
It was only after my arms were getting sore that I deigned to stop. Pooped out, I allowed Coco to pluck me away while I tried to gather my breath.
“What did I do?!” Phix squeaked out, gaping at me dumbstruck.
Slightly pacified after releasing my aggravation, I told them everything. I told them about Eclipse’s comatose state, about his stay at the hospital, and about my desperate search for Sloth to ask for help.
“You worked for him,” I noted belatedly to Phix, extracting myself from Coco’s hold. I stomped over to him and stabbed an angry finger to his chest. “Hurry up and use your demonic powers to GPS him and find out where he is.” 
“We’re not powerful enough to do that,” said an annoyed Coco. She moved beside Phix, her eyes staring me down and daring me to throw another violent tantrum. “We’re still ‘baby Demons.’”
“But,” Phix said slowly, the wheels in his mind turning as he rubbed his head. His eyes brightened when an idea came to him. “If His Dark Majesty is at a restaurant, then I think I might know where he is.” 
He locked eyes with me and jerked his head to the side. He began to run through the crowd and motioned for us to follow him. “Let’s go!”
 
●●●
 
When Phix took us to the aforementioned restaurant, I initially thought he was taking me somewhere to kill me for assaulting him. Fearing for my life, I made a feeble attempt to run away because I was so terrified. Phix and Coco managed to catch me in time, telling me that it was too late to run away. In this part of the neighborhood, I needed to stay with them or else I would get killed. 
With their hands securely fastened on my quivering shoulders, they pushed me forward. We eventually wound up in the more economically disadvantaged part of town. There were homeless people lining the streets, gang members hanging around the alleys, and dilapidated buildings that appeared ready to collapse at any given moment. 
“Where are you taking me?” I asked uncertainly, avoiding eye contact with gang members who were whistling and shouting jeers at Coco and I. 
“If Sloth is at a restaurant, there’s only one place he would be in this city,” replied Phix.
He directed us to the shadowy corners of an alleyway that was filled with homeless people. I could feel their eyes on us as we moved through the alleyway and stopped at a metal door. 
Phix stepped over the three brick steps and punched the code into a keypad. A resounding click within the door elicited, granting us access. 
The homeless folks in the alley watched us, their eyes tearing up as we walked in. I didn’t understand why they regarded us in such a manner until we strolled through the dark building. 
Dawning comprehension slid over me. The first thing that struck me was the warmth of the room and the second thing that caught my attention was the rich scent of cinnamon. We stepped out of the darkness and into a well-lit corridor that led to two polished oak doors. 
There was a gold-plated sign atop those two doors that read: Luxuria. 
Phix opened the doors, and I understood instantly why those people out there were envious of us. The world in here was Heaven compared to the Hell outside.
The restaurant we were in was one of the most lavish I had ever been in. Its interior was the personification of extravagance. The restaurant had indoor waterfalls as walls, marble tiles, high ceilings adorned with enormous chandeliers, and tables and chairs that seemed to have been made from gold. The restaurant bled of riches and extravagance, and it was not ashamed to gloat. 
The scent of delicious food wafted into my nose as I walked in with Phix and Coco. All around us were men and women dressed in posh cocktail attire. They were all dining without a care in the world and the food just kept coming. If I weren’t so focused on helping my Guardian Demon, I would’ve succumbed to my temptations right then and there. I was itching to sit down at a table and set my inner fat kid loose because all the food looked so delicious. I was becoming dizzy with need when I felt Coco push me from behind, as though to throw me out of my daze. 
I gave her a timid look and kept following Phix, doing my best to ignore the beckoning food. 
We kept striding through the restaurant until we reached another set of doors. Two golden doors segregated the restaurant from whatever lay behind those walls. There was a beautiful hostess standing behind a black marble podium beside the doors—the gatekeeper.  
She had bleached blonde curls and wore a white dress suit that showed off more cleavage than the Grand Canyon. She was admiring her diamond rings while licking a red lollipop. Sensing our presence, her attention maneuvered to us. Her dark gray eyes scanned the three of us from head to toe before her focus rested solely on me. Her glossy pink lips lifted into a snooty smile. 
Recognition streamed through her eyes when she gazed at Phix. She didn’t bother to filter herself with her next words. “Only humans of obscene wealth are allowed past these doors.” She glanced pompously at me. “However much this one overindulged while she grew up, she is not allowed to pass these doors.” She gave a slight shrug. “His Dark Majesty’s rules—not mine.”
I frowned. 
Even Coco, who normally was offended by the fact that I was breathing the same air as her, looked turned off by how this Demon spoke about me. I was sure we weren’t going to get in, but Phix didn’t look worried. 
Undeterred, he simply said, “I need the attention of Room #13.” 
The hostess’s eyes lit up in intrigue. Her observant gaze swept us once more. “His Dark Majesty is expecting you and this human?”
“No, but when you tell him that Grace is here, he’ll want to see her. She’s a pretty important human,” Phix bristled like he was talking about a celebrity. “You may have heard of her a little over fifteen years ago.”
The hostess mulled over what Phix was insinuating. Soon after, a knowing smile spread across her face. Her attention returned to me, and there was a star struck look in her eyes. 
“The six-year-old murderer,” she marveled, her snootiness melting away. She gasped in amazement, gazing at me like I was a celebrity. “Forgive me. If I had known that you were a human of such notoriety, I would’ve set up a private dining room just for you. In the meantime”—she turned to Phix with a big smile—“you’re right. I’m sure his Dark Majesty would love to see her. Come then. Follow me.”
“Are you trying to get me killed?” I hissed under my breath to Phix, hiding between him and Coco as the hostess rounded past her podium to the doors. “Why did you tell her who I was?”
“Do you think we would’ve gotten in otherwise?” he hissed back, his voice soft enough so that only Coco and I could hear him. “She’s the head hostess of this restaurant. She would’ve sniffed you out as the six-year-old murderer sooner or later. I merely helped her along so we could be granted access.” 
He cleared his throat as he exchanged uneasy glances with Coco. He turned back to me with admonishing eyes. “And when we go in, try not to get on their bad sides.”
“Whose?” I asked, worry set within me. “Who is in there besides Sloth?”
My question was left hanging when the doors swept open and we were granted access to another wing of the restaurant. If it were possible, this portion of the restaurant was even more extravagant than the last. 
We walked by tables upon tables of fabulous looking people who were covered from head to toe in diamonds. They were the royalty of the world, whether through blood, money, or power, and they relished in it. As the hostess had mentioned, they did looked like humans with obscene wealth. 
In wonder, we passed through the palatial room and were at another set of gold doors that led into a private room. 
This time, the doors looked bigger. I imagined, with the weight of the door, it would’ve taken several grown men to open it. 
To my surprise, all the hostess had to do was stick her lollipop into her mouth, wrap her perfectly manicured fingers over the door knobs, and with a pull that was akin to plucking feathers from a chicken, she yanked the doors open without even breaking a sweat.
I had to hold in my awestruck breath once I peered into the world behind those doors. 
The room was massive. 
Actually, massive was too calm of a word. It was enormous. The room resembled a ballroom. A circle of bay windows surrounded the lavish room while a gigantic chandelier hung in the center of the ceiling. There was a double staircase that led to another part of the establishment and an indoor water fountain in the shape of a serpent. If you should ever wonder what true wealth looked like, then this private dining room was it. I still couldn’t believe that all of this existed within the confines of a dilapidated building.
After marveling at the grandiosity of the room, my gaze finally landed on the marble table in the middle of the room. The rectangular dining table was big enough to seat at least twenty people and the surplus of food on it was enough to feed an entire third world country.
Seated at that table were Sloth and another man, both of whom were enjoying their expensive wine. Sloth was dressed in a pinstriped gray suit, looking more polished than the last time I saw him. His former unruly brown hair was perfectly combed back and tamed. He still looked young with his glasses, but he also looked wiser, more refined, and more aristocratic.
He wasn’t the only one at the table who looked like a royal.
“Rho,” the man sitting at the other end of the table addressed, never shifting his attention from his food. He looked like he couldn’t be older than someone in his late twenties. He was dressed in an all-white suit with diamonds dripping over him. His blonde faux-hawk made his face appear more defined and sharp. Decadence oozed from him. “Did I not tell you that I did not want to be disturbed?”
“My apologies, but you’ll want to be disturbed by this one,” Rho, the hostess, said confidently. She appraised me with approval. “She’s the famous six-year-old murderer!” She made me sound like a famous pop star as opposed to a disturbed psycho. Rho gave me an encouraging nod before she started to make her way out of the room. “Try not to piss him off. Good luck, and if you should ever come back, I’ll make sure to set up a dining room filled with all your favorite junk-food.” She winked. “No calories.”
I gasped.
This Demon knew my cost! 
For the first time that night, I felt elation. 
Junk food without calories? 
Oh my, where do I sign up?

I gaped at her, the fat kid within me making a mental note to come back and take her up on her offer. Before I could even sketch out a time to revisit this place, Sloth crushed my dreams with his next comment.
“No calories, but in exchange you only want her soul, right?” Sloth asked loftily. “Nice try, Rho, but Grace’s soul has already been claimed.”
“All the good ones are always taken,” she tsked, causing me to glower when I registered that she was only after my soul. The Demon pouted like they had taken her dream doll away. With a respectful but saddened bow to the ones at the table, she walked out, her perfect body sashaying from side to side.
“Have you slept with her yet?” Sloth asked the man in the white suit. His smiling eyes watched with interest as the hostess walked out the door. 
I was shocked by the crass comment. I had almost forgotten I was in the presence of Demons, not pastors. 
“No,” the man answered. “Eclipse already had his fun with her. I do not plan on entertaining myself with the kid’s leftovers.”
It felt like someone had poured glacial water over me. I seethed, jealousy running rampant within me. That pretty hostess was an ex-girlfriend of Eclipse’s? I suddenly didn’t want to eat her non-fat junk food; instead, I wanted to choke her with it. 
“Which, of course,” the nameless man went on, drawing his head towards me, “brings us to the one who came to see us today.” 
When the man locked his eyes on us, Phix and Coco immediately got down on one knee.
“Your Dark Majesties,” they greeted, and I was left momentarily dumbfounded.
“Majesties?” I repeated before everything fell into place for me. 
I appraised the man and recalled all the decadent food and the showcasing of wealth. I couldn’t believe I didn’t piece it all together sooner. 
“Grace,” Sloth greeted with a smile that was too cold to reach his bronze eyes. “How nice to see you again.” He grinned, motioning at the one sitting across from him. “Meet my older brother, Tony. Elder . . . meet Grace.”
“Gluttony,” I whispered instead, finding irony in his plain nickname when his true name evoked decadence and overindulgence. His overconsumption of goods did not stop at food. If anything, his appetite for lavishness extended towards all other aspects of life. 
Tony smiled coolly. 
One would assume that the Demon of Gluttony would be overweight, but Tony was far from it. Despite his big appetite, he was as skinny and toned as any other athlete. His face was perfectly crafted in all the right places, giving him an air of aristocracy that was only shared by his brothers. 
In this setting, I recognized the similar attributes between Eclipse, Sloth, and Gluttony. Each had their own appeal and had striking features that were only fit for the sons of the most beautiful Angel. 
“It is very nice to finally meet you, Grace,” Tony said tactfully, his pearl gray eyes colder than ice. “I’ve heard quite a lot about you.”
I forced a smile. I knew neither of them was excited to have me here. They were having a nice dinner and it wasn’t pleasant to have an unimportant creature interrupt them. “I’ve heard a lot about you too.”
“Good things, yes?” there was humor in his voice that didn’t translate onto his face.
“You have come a long way to find us,” Sloth observed shrewdly, taking a bite of his cake. He waved his hand for Phix and Coco to stand up, yet his attention on me was unwavering. “Last I heard, you were in Serenity with Eclipse.” He nodded regally at me, as if he was giving permission for a puppy to respond. “What brings you here?”
“I need your help.”
“And where is your Guardian Demon?” 
“That’s why I’m here.” I stepped closer to the table. “He needs your help. He’s in big trouble.”
A sound too evil to be called laughter emitted from Tony. 
“Eclipse is a Fallen Demon,” Tony drawled, eating from his plate. “He needs all the help he can get. Not to mention, the kid was idiotic enough to reveal his true form in Serenity. As far as I’m concerned, if he was stupid enough to do that, then he can be pathetic enough to suffer the consequences.”
My brows rose in shock. “You already know what he did?”
“Everyone with some fucking sense knows,” Tony answered impatiently. He cast an annoyed glance at me. “And I imagine you’re here because Eclipse is ‘sick’ from the little fireworks show he put on?”
“You guys know about that too?” I was flabbergasted. If they knew about him being sick, why didn’t they take the initiative to help him? Why were they having a leisure dinner when their little brother was in a coma?
“He is a Dimmed Demon. From the force of the power he used, I’m surprised that it’s taken him this long to start to feel the effects. He should’ve fallen to ruins that very night when he exhibited what was left of his powers.”
“Wh-why aren’t you helping him?”
Sloth smirked callously. “He made his bed; now he can lie in it.”
“But you’re his brothers!” I shouted. 
Behind me, I could hear Phix and Coco make shushing sounds, whispering for me to calm down in front of the Dark Majesties. I, however, was beyond reason. The only thing I cared about was helping Eclipse. 
“You two can’t just sit here,” I continued hotly. “You have to do something—Ah!”
Tony was suddenly in front of me, clamping a hand over my throat before I could finish my sentence. His fingernails began to extend like the claws of a lion. The razor sharp edges dug into my neck, piercing through the delicate skin and causing me to shake in horror.  
Tony glared down at me, his face swirling with rage that made his features look more feral. “How about I do something by ripping your head off, impaling it on a stick, and roasting it over the pits of Hell for fun?”
Behind us, I could see Sloth laugh cruelly at the show while Phix and Coco froze in horror. The misery deluging out of them was clear. They were worried for me and didn’t want me to die, which was a likely case now that I had upset the Demon of Gluttony.
Tony leaned in closer to me, his eyes scorching with ire. “The day I take orders from an insufferable pest such as yourself is the day when Hell freezes over. And let me tell you something . . . ” His grip on my neck tightened, the nails piercing deeper into my skin and causing me to quiver uncontrollably. I was too afraid to make a sound. “My monarchy isn’t freezing over anytime soon. So the next time you open that pretty little mouth of yours, I suggest you exercise a bit more restraint because I will not hesitate to kill you. Do we have an understanding?”
I nodded fearfully, and with an approving smile that brought poise back to his face, Tony let me go and eased away. On my neck, I could feel the fingernail marks heal at once. As quickly as the pain came, it was gone within a fraction of a second. 
With all the strength I could summon, even though my most prominent instinct was to run, I buried my fears and warily restructured my question, “Can you please do something to help your brother?”
Tony’s perfect white teeth flashed in a predatory grin. The fear radiating from me was palpable, and it entertained him immensely. 
“Well, look at you,” Tony mocked while Sloth chortled in the background. “Aren’t you a brave little human?” He laughed at me. “Here you are, scared to death of two Royal Demons, and yet you continue to stand here, feigning bravery because you want to save Eclipse.” He clicked his tongue in knowledge. “If I didn’t know better, then I would think that you’ve grown to care for our baby brother, Source.”
“He’s the only one who can help me.” 
It eluded me why I added that statement in, but as if to save face and to assure myself that it wasn’t for any other reason, I felt the need to emphasize that.
“So you say.”
“He’s my friend,” I declared unthinkingly.
“Friend?” Tony laughed, sounding like he was choking on my stupidity. 
He spared a glance at Coco and Phix, both of whom exchanged pitiable glances at one another. 
It was clear that they thought I had said the most ridiculous thing in the world. 
“Eclipse is your . . . friend?” Tony’s laughter grew louder and more taunting. “You fool,” he imparted between laughs. “You really do not know your place in this relationship—”
“Elder,” Sloth interjected courteously, an amused smile still carved on his face. “Let’s not ruin the fun. If she says that Eclipse is her friend, then he is her friend. Who are we to crush little Grace’s dreams and say otherwise?”
Tony’s thin lips twisted into a sneer. “I suppose if that brainless twit Eve was stupid enough to fall for our father’s temptation with the forbidden fruit, then it would make sense that this little human would be stupid enough to do the same.”
“I didn’t come here for you to laugh at me,” I stated, gathering some spine. My lips trembled, but I fought past the fear. “I know my existence is a joke to both of you, but this isn’t about me. Your brother is really sick. He needs your help.”  
“Eclipse will be fine,” Tony bristled. He was obviously tired of my human voice. “He may be weakened, but as long as he doesn’t use the last of his powers, he should be able to recuperate.”
“B-but he’s currently in hibernation.”
The clinking sounds of a spoon and fork dropping onto an expensive china plate gushed into the air.
“Eclipse is in hibernation?” Tony asked, finally perturbed. He turned to Sloth, who had finally shown some emotion as well. They swiveled their heads to me. Their once stoic eyes rippled with indignation. “What did he use the last of his powers on?”
“To protect someone,” I replied promptly, conveniently leaving out that he was protecting a priest. I suspected in demonic terms, this information would’ve been the equivalent of me telling the Holy Father that a priest had prayed to the Devil in church. It was offensive and downright sacrilegious. Eclipse was already in enough trouble with his brothers. I wasn’t about to give them another reason to loathe him.
“That goddamn idiot,” Sloth said tightly, raking his fingers through his brown hair in irritation. 
With an annoyed growl for Eclipse and his “ever growing stupidity,” Tony angrily snapped his finger. 
Within the blink of an eye, at the further end of the room, appeared Eclipse. He was in his hospital bed, still unconscious with an IV attached to him. 
I heard Phix and Coco gasp at the sight of Eclipse in this condition. They were stunned that he looked so helpless and so human. 
I had to control my own emotions. 
I had only left him for several hours and I didn’t anticipate my heart to thump so wildly at the sight of him again. It was difficult to see him in such a helpless state, but I kept my emotions in check. 
In the midst of my palpitating heart, it didn’t escape me on how peculiar I was being today. What had gotten into me? Why was I so worried about him? 
Because he’s your Guardian Demon, a rational voice inside me whispered. Without him, you won’t be able to find the missing part of your soul. I nodded internally at the reasoning. It made perfect sense. I was emotional because my one vehicle in finding my soul was broken. There was definitely nothing else to it.
“What a pitiful sight,” Tony stated, looking at his baby brother in revulsion. 
We were all so used to Eclipse in his glorious state that it was hard for everyone to stomach his current condition. No longer finding it bearable to stare at an unconscious Eclipse, Sloth finally raised one hand up and whispered a spell. 
After that he simply said, “Wake.”
Hearts racing, we turned to Eclipse in anticipation.
After a couple of minutes, when I was beginning to suspect that the spell hadn’t worked, something amazing occurred: Eclipse began to stir from his sleep.
Slowly, his lids lifted like veils. 
Without even searching for me, his chocolate brown eyes rested their lethargic gaze on me. I felt something strange leap in my heart when our eyes connected. It felt like it had been an eternity since I had seen those eyes. I didn’t realize how much I had missed him until he was awake. 
As he was convalescing, Eclipse began to close and open his eyes to wake himself up from his dream-state. Once the lucidity worked itself over him, Eclipse took a moment to assess the room. His eyes landed on the bed and eventually landed on the hospital robe he had on. Without delay, a look of annoyance flitted across his handsome face. 
“Holy fucking pigs,” he cursed, holding an embarrassed palm to his forehead. “Don’t tell me I went into hibernation mode.”
He lifted his face slightly and opened his eyes. Once he caught sight of his brothers, another moan poured from his lips. He reburied his face into the pillow. 
“Teacup, you didn’t,” he mumbled like a little boy, his voice muffled by the fabric.
“Yes, I did,” I retorted from the other side of the room. Aside from being relieved, I was still pissed at him for making me run around like an idiot. “Did you think I was going to allow you to slack off on your job when it’s your duty to watch over me?”
“Good going, Junior,” Tony snapped, utilizing the hostility he had for me and spitting it at Eclipse. I wasn’t the only one who wanted to berate him. “You were told to lay low and you decided to announce your existence to the rest of the world instead?”
Eclipse sighed before he ripped the IV out of his arm. He sat up on his bed and then snapped his fingers. It seemed that Sloth’s powers overrode Eclipse’s hibernation mode and returned his powers. At Eclipse’s command, a pair of black slacks, a black dress shirt, leather shoes, and his signature Rolex materialized in front of him. With his blanket covering him, he grabbed his pants and began to change into them. 
“Desperate times call for desperate measures, Elder,” he said lackadaisically.
“You should’ve been more careful,” Tony plowed on, unfazed that Eclipse was changing in front of us. 
Though he was changing under the cover of the blanket, it caused me to burn up nonetheless.
“My Source could’ve been eaten alive by Demons and you’re telling me to be careful about announcing my existence?” 
Eclipse shook his head, standing up and buckling the belt to his pants. Without a care in the world that there were two females in the room, he carelessly threw his hospital robe off. His muscled upper body flexed to life as he buttoned up his shirt. Gone was the sick human-like being, and back in the flesh was the immortally perfect Demon. 
He turned to Tony while snaking his Rolex watch back on his wrist. “I would have no existence if she dies. You know that.”
“By the way, good job on putting your own Source in danger by going into a coma,” Sloth broke into the conversation, standing up from his seat and staring critically at Eclipse. “With how often this human gets into trouble, it would’ve only been a matter of time before other Demons found her and killed her.”
I frowned at the verity behind Sloth’s words.
Trouble did seem to find me at the most inconvenient and frequent of times.
“Yeah, it would’ve helped if you told me your little minion over here was there to help. Instead, he went after Gracie and attempted to kill her, thereby forcing me to use all my powers,” Eclipse countered resentfully, causing Phix to drop his jaw at the fact that Eclipse had thrown him under the bus.
Sloth, however, wasn’t fazed. “It was a miscommunication.”
“Or lack of communication,” Eclipse corrected.
“It doesn’t matter the quandary, Eclipse,” Tony reprimanded. 
He looked downright annoyed. I felt like I was in the middle of a family squabble rather than at a demonic restaurant surrounded by powerful Dark Majesties. 
“The outcome shouldn’t have been what it was. When you popped up here, it was only the Royal Family who knew. But with your little display of power, the rest of creation pretty much knows you’re here as well. Your only consolation is that they do not know you are the Demon of Lust.” Tony smirked. “But that will undoubtedly change when they start looking for you.”
“Congratulations, genius,” Sloth scolded. “You just made this little odyssey of yours a thousand times harder than it already is.”
“Elders,” Eclipse began with an air of boredom. He sat back on the bed and let out an exhausted breath. “I say this with the utmost respect, but am I getting anything from listening to the two of you bitch at me or is this just a free for all? Because, as I’m sure you know, I do not appreciate being spoken down to unless there’s something in it for me.”
“Eclipse!” I finally chided, turned off by his behavior. I didn’t spend the entire night begging Demons for help to have it all fall to pieces because of Eclipse’s pompousness. “Just shush up! You need their help, so stop being so damn stubborn and ask for it.”
Eclipse kept his mouth shut with me and simply stared at his brothers.
An impressed look skated across Tony’s face. He took a second to scrutinize both Eclipse and me. “Oddly enough, it seems that your Source has a better handle on you than any of us combined.”
Sloth laughed. “Hence the reason he’s in this predicament in the first place.”
Tony cocked his head at Eclipse. “Or is it you who has her wrapped around your finger?” 
There was an insinuating tone in Tony’s voice that I caught, but couldn’t quite comprehend.
“You must be enjoying this right now,” Eclipse observed heatedly, pulling me out of any emerging thoughts about the tone in Tony’s voice. “You must really love that I’m at your mercy.”
“Very much so,” Tony said guiltlessly. “Remember, baby brother . . . you were the one who attempted to overthrow our monarchy.”
Eclipse rolled his eyes as if he had heard this all before. “It was a mistake.”
“It was treason.”
“It was ambition,” Eclipse amended with a tired exhalation. “We’re Demons, Elder, not Angels. It is in our nature to do shady things like that, even to our own blood.”
Tony scoffed at Eclipse’s response.
“Now can we cut this bullshit?” continued Eclipse. “We both know that you’re not going to let me die, so let’s get to the point and help me.” 
“I’d actually prefer to see you suffer some more actually,” Tony quipped at once.
“Think about what’s coming up, Elder,” Sloth said softly, now acting as the mediator between the two. “He deserves all the shit you’re throwing at him, no doubt, but he is our brother nonetheless. Considering what’s coming up, you can’t leave him like this. I already gave him Phix to help him out. Perhaps you should do the same.” 
He grinned, taking a moment to appraise me. 
“Moreover, don’t you want him to live so we can continue to watch this small little thing torture him? I don’t know about you, but this is my first time seeing Eclipse bite his smart tongue around someone. I’m enjoying every second of it.”
“She’s literally torturing me to death,” Eclipse supplied with restrained humor. “I mean, look at her.” He gestured at my jeans, pink jacket, and pink scarf. “All she wears is pink, she is a nerd on every spectrum there is, and she is the biggest prude I’ve ever had the misfortune of meeting.” 
I resentfully narrowed my eyes. That asshole. How dare he call his friend out like this? This “prude” was the one considerate enough to run around like a fool to help him!
As the icing on the cake, Sloth added to Tony, “They will both be very entertaining to watch.”
Tony smirked at Sloth’s last words. He considered the suggestion for another second before he acquiesced with the idea. He locked eyes with Eclipse. 
“This is the one and only time,” he emphasized sharply, getting down on one knee and laying his right hand flat on the red carpet. 
An eerie silence began to submerge the room, making me feel uneasy.
I instinctively stepped further away from Tony. Whatever he was getting ready to do, I had the feeling that I didn’t want to be near the line of fire. I suppose I made the right decision because even Phix and Coco did the same. The only ones who remained rooted in their positions were Eclipse and Sloth. Their eyes were expectant. They already knew what Tony was getting ready to conjure.
Whoosh.
Though we were indoors, an unexpected draft started to filter into the room. The peculiar thing about this draft was that it felt warm—scorching. 
Creak.
My gaze went upwards when I heard a loud creaking sound. Fear slithered over me once I observed that the large chandelier above us had started to swing back and forth. A multitude of whispers inundated the room as the draft grew stronger. Then—
Pop.
Pop.
Pop.
My insides chilled when I heard the familiar popping sound that was indicative of water boiling. 
I hesitantly shifted my gaze to the large fountain in the room. Loud gurgling sounds rang from the water before the fountain began to boil like volcanic lava. The temperature in the room became so hot that I had to brace myself to stabilize my impending nosebleed.
Boom!
In a lightning fast succession, an inferno overtook the room. Red-hot fire burst from the chandelier while flames consumed the stairs. The water from the fountain turned into a blazing bonfire and a circle of fire spread across the circumference of the three brothers. 
While Phix, Coco, and I stifled a gasp at this display of power, the brothers remained unfazed. None of this was a big deal compared to what they did in their daily lives. 
With a sigh, Tony finally stood up. From the palm of his right hand, a string of fire that seemed to have originated from the pits of the earth rose up with him like a ribbon. It wriggled from one side to another, resembling the likeness of monstrous snakes you’d only see in movies. I assumed it was my imagination, but I could’ve sworn I heard hissing sounds emanate from that ribbon of fire. 
Eyes firm with purpose, Tony turned back to Eclipse.
“Sloth has given Phix to aid you, and I’ll show the same courtesy in light of what’s coming up,” Tony began stringently, the twine of fire spitting out sparks of snake-like flames, “but trust me, baby brother . . . if you fuck up again, no one will help you. In fact, the next time you screw up, I’ll happily watch you suffer the rightful consequences. Do we have an understanding?”
Eclipse merely inclined his head as confirmation.
Without wasting time, Eclipse raised his own right hand and motioned for the serpent flame to come to him. As though having a life of its own, the ribbon of fire detached itself from Tony’s grasp and slithered over the hot air towards Eclipse. As it approached its master, more fire came out of the pits of the earth. 
“Thank you for your help tonight, Elder,” said Eclipse as the luminescent fire began to curl around him like an anaconda would its owner. He laughed before quipping final words that would eventually cause the entire room to quake with fury. “I promise that if I should ever attempt to overthrow the monarchy again, I won’t put you in a cage and feed you cow dung as I originally planned.”
While Sloth stifled a laugh at Eclipse’s fucked up joke, for there was nothing more ironic than feeding the Demon of Gluttony the furthest thing from “extravagance,” Tony didn’t find the same humor in it. In fact, he looked downright consternated. 
“Cow . . . cow dung?” he repeated, his face abhorred by such atrocity. “You planned on feeding me cow dung?!” His face twisted in rage before the entire room caught on fire. “You piece of sh—!”
Tony never got to finish his enraged sentence. 
At that second, a big flash of red light engulfed us before we were pulled from the restaurant and taken far away from Sloth and Gluttony.



 
 
 
 
 
 
“I feel my own knees grow weak.”

16: Forty-Nine Seconds
 
When the outrageously bright light cleared, Sloth, Gluttony, and the restaurant were gone, and we were back in the air-conditioned hospital room. 
It was just Phix, Coco, Eclipse, and I. 
My stupefied eyes charted the room, staggered by the rapid change in setting. My heart was still beating frenetically against my ribcage. Holy shit. I still couldn’t get used to switching from one reality to another so quickly. One second, I was in a ballroom infused with snake-like fire and the next, I was back in the hospital room, returned to a world where my fellow humans had no idea such madness existed. 
I placed a calming hand over my erratic heart and averted my eyes back to the “star” of tonight’s craziness. 
“Glad to be able to get away from those Elders of mine . . .”
Eclipse continued to sit on his bed with his eyes closed. He took in a deep inhalation. The residual glow from the snake-like fire entered his body and disappeared within him like it never existed. The once ashen color on his face illumed with life. 
“Are you okay now?” I inquired, staring at him from across the room. 
At the sound of my voice, Eclipse opened his eyes. Once his gaze raked over me, a wolfish smile lifted over those alluring lips. As his response, he motioned for me to come to him with his index finger. At his beck and call, gravity abandoned me and I was lifted off my feet. I flew towards him with the speed of a bullet. 
“Ahhh!”
Demonstrating an extraordinary show of dexterity, he caught me right before I landed on the bed. He unabashedly hugged me from behind, pressing his hard chest against my back and giving no care to the fact that there were two baby Demons in the room, staring awkwardly at us. 
“Sorry for scaring you, Gracie,” he whispered, his mouth near my ear.
Unable to control it, I found myself smiling. 
I looked over my shoulder to face him. The typical prude within me would’ve jumped off the bed and chided him for greeting me in such an intimate way. Alas, I was too distracted with the fact that he was okay again (and secretly too satisfied with being in his arms). 
“You’re really okay this time?” I asked, recalling how he lied and said he was fine and then went into a coma moments later.
He bobbed his head, affectionately tracing his finger over my jaw. The look in his eyes was warm and assuring. “I need to rest for a couple of days to fully adjust to the powers Tony gave me, but yeah, I’m okay.”
I wrinkled my nose. “You still need to rest?” 
After tonight, I didn’t want him sleeping ever again. 
“To recharge,” he explained, continuing to trace lazy lines on my jaw. The more he touched me, the more I could feel his renewed powers pulse beneath the delicacy of his caress. “Tony gifted me with a portion of his powers to recharge the ones I used up. Once I fully consolidate my powers, I will be back to my extravagant Dimmed Demon self. In the meantime”—he shifted his attention to Phix and Coco—“starting tomorrow, you two will watch her. If you screw up like you screwed up at the inn, I’ll feed both of you to my hellhounds.” The baby Demons gasped in horror at the threat. Disregarding this, Eclipse finished up by sternly saying, “When you leave this hospital, do not use any more powers. We don’t need you two to leave traces behind. Having said all that, leave now, don’t fuck up, and we’ll see you in Seoul.”
Phix and Coco nodded vigorously at his commands, resolved to doing everything he ordered. 
Before they left, Phix hesitantly asked, “Your Dark Majesty, what do you want me to do with that crappy car?”
“Drive it into the Han River.”
“What?!” I cried, horrorstruck by the casualness of his command. I disentangled myself from Eclipse’s embrace, jumped off the bed, and pointed a threatening finger at Phix. “Don’t you dare drive it into the Han River. Just find a spot in the parking garage of my apartment and leave it there.”
Phix nervously looked to Eclipse to sign off on my command. Eclipse merely blinked in confirmation. He didn’t look happy, but he allowed my alternative order regardless.
“Anything else before we leave you for the night?” Phix inquired politely.
“Yeah,” Eclipse answered before proceeding to flip Phix off. “This is for screwing up and resulting in me ending up like this. I hate you—remember that.”
Phix’s face crumpled. As they ran out the door, it was evident on his crestfallen expression that he knew he was screwed. How could he expect to have a positive working environment when his boss expressed such contempt for him?
It was only when Coco and Phix were out of sight that I saw Eclipse crack a smile. From that alone, I suspected that he wasn’t entirely serious about flipping Phix off. He only wanted to give the baby Demon a hard time for screwing up in the first place.
I freed a long breath, feeling weird now that it was only the two of us. I wondered if he knew how hysterical I was when he was unconscious. Judging by how lackadaisical he appeared, I doubted he was aware of anything in his hibernation state. 
“Do you realize what a big inconvenience you turned out to be?” I critiqued as he got off the hospital bed. 
We began to pack up to leave. 
“I didn’t think casting that last incantation to protect Father Baek would pull so much power out of me.” His jaw clenched in bitterness. “This is what I get for going against my nature and protecting a priest of all people.” A dry smile formed as he spoke. He assessed the room as we grabbed our backpacks and hoisted them over our shoulders. “And the hospital? Really, Gracie?”
“I was having a heart attack and everyone on the bus was panicking with me,” I defended. “We got here before I could come to my senses and stop them.”
A ghost of a grin played on his lips. He shook his head knowingly. “Were they lost as hell when they tried to diagnose me?”
Quiet laughter permeated from me. I didn’t find humor in it when it was happening, but now that it was over, I saw nothing but humor in it. “Yeah.”
Eclipse chuckled, taking one last inventory of the room before we started to head out. “This is what happens when you humans meet a highly evolved creature.”
“What happens?”
We passed through the door, and his smile turned suggestive and challenging. “You can’t handle us.” 
After he said this, he stopped in his tracks and placed a hand on the doorway. A burst of light glowed from beneath his palm before it dimmed completely into the structure of the doorway.
“What are you doing?” I asked in a half-whisper, discreetly looking around the hall to make sure no one was watching.
“Saving them one big headache,” he answered, bringing his hand down. “Fortunately for us, we were only here for a short time. I could still erase their memories.”
“They won’t remember us at all?”
He nodded.
Though I was thrilled by this assurance, I was also unnerved by it. I glanced up at him once we stepped out of the room. “Won’t that take a big chunk of your powers?”
“Luckily I’m getting my rest soon then,” he said jokingly, doing well to placate my fears as we glided through the busy hall.
“What did Tony do for you?” I went on to ask. The image of the inferno had yet to leave my mind. “You know, with that thread of fire that looked like an overgrown anaconda.”
Eclipse stifled a laugh at my juvenile description of his brother’s powers. 
“That thread of fire is a small portion of Tony's powers. Because mine are dormant, it acts as a catalyst to awaken my own powers. The ribbon of fire moves like a snake because it’s supposed to slither inside me and keep me from going into hibernation.” A grin split on his face. “It’s basically supposed to be the fuel that keeps me energized. With this fire pumping in my veins, it will only be a matter of time before my powers are renewed and I'm back to my Dimmed Demon self.”
I blew out a reassured breath. I was relieved that Tony’s gift would keep Eclipse from going back into hibernation. 
“I’m glad this is all over,” I announced after we stepped out into the cold night. Ice nipped at my skin as we walked away from the bright lights of the hospital. I was never a fan of hospitals to begin with, and the short time I spent with Eclipse in there was enough to last me a lifetime.
The corners of Eclipse’s mouth twisted upwards shrewdly. He appraised me with teasing eyes. “Were you worried about me, Teacup?”
“No,” I answered quickly to save face. I didn’t want it known that I had grown attached to this Demon. Displaying such weakness was dangerous with powerful beings like Eclipse. “I – I was just worried because we still have unfinished business with my soul.”
He smirked disbelievingly, his crafty smile knowing. He leaned in closer as our footsteps padded over the asphalt, his soft lips moving against my ear. “You’re saying you didn’t miss me?” 
“No.”
A beautiful chuckle escaped him. “Liar.”
“I didn’t want to clean up after you.”
“Hmm-mmhm,” he murmured lazily, easing himself away and standing up straight. He didn’t bother to hide that he didn’t believe me. 
Desperate to exonerate myself from whatever opinion he had formed of me, I hastily added, “I still need help with finding the missing part of my soul.”
“Oh yes,” he mocked lightly. “So saving me was based purely off selfish reasons?”
“Yes.”
He laughed again, paying no more tribute to our cat and mouse conversation. There was something else that was more pressing in his mind. “You know what’s unfortunate?”
“What?”
A seductive glint materialized in his gaze, making me hot with need. “We should’ve made out to our hearts’ content when I was 99% human. My powers wouldn’t have killed you in the slightest if we were intimate in that state.”
“The last thing on my mind was being intimate while I was fighting for my life,” I lied. 
In actuality, the thought did cross my mind when I was sleeping in the shed with him. I had woken in the middle of the night from the roaring thunder and simply stared up at him. For the longest time, I found myself unable to pull my gaze from his tempting lips. My last thought that night was that since he was 99% human, it would’ve been okay for us to be intimate—to at least make out. However, in the face of the life and death situation we were in, it felt inappropriate to think of such things. And now that Eclipse was back to having his powers, there was no more need for this thought. We had missed our chance.
“Really? It was all I thought about when I became 99% human,” he provided, causing me to give him a surprised look. A killer smile too spectacular to be human replaced the typical charming grin he wore. “If we weren’t fighting for our lives, I would’ve given you the kiss to end all kisses.” He proceeded to cast a furtive glance at the hospital, never giving me a chance to fully mull over his words. Changing the subject, he quietly said, “Lyna was at the hospital with us.”
I gaped at him in awe. “You could tell?”
He nodded. “Yes. She left me a message in the room.”
“What’d she say?”
“‘Good job fucking up. Welcome back and try not to fuck up again.’”
I folded my arms in amusement. I should have known. Lyna wasn’t exactly known for her warm personality. I suspected that was one of the more endearing messages she could give.  
“She helped me find your Elders,” I shared. 
A small gust of wind rustled the tree leaves above us, momentarily disrupting the quiet street. In the close distance, I spied a bus stop, and I knew it was going to be our ticket home.
“Out of the kindness of her heart?” His voice sounded skeptical. He knew she didn’t make it easy on me. 
I shook my head. “I had to make a deal with her.”
His eyebrows drew down. “A deal? With Lyna?” 
I nodded after we stopped at the bus bench. From afar, I could see the headlights of the bus approaching. It came right on time to take us home.
Eclipsed gawked at me like it was the most ridiculous thing he had ever heard. He looked perturbed, confused even. “What deal could she possibly make with you?”
“She told me not to fall in love with you.”
He gaped at me incredulously, the concern on his face subsiding at my answer. “That was the deal?”
The bus came to a slow stop in front of us as I laughed in confirmation.
Eclipse laughed at the oddity of that arrangement. “What a waste of a deal. A human falling for a Demon? Talk about eating the forbidden fruit of all forbidden fruits. We both know you’re not gullible enough to fall in love with me.”
“Tell me about it,” I agreed, though a part of me felt offended that he’d say something like that. I ignored that peculiar feeling as we stepped onto the bus and moved to the back.
Once we settled into our seats, Eclipse urged me to update him on everything that happened after he went into hibernation. I acquiesced and told him about how the paramedics had to rush him into the hospital because he wouldn’t wake up, about Lyna appearing, about the baby Demons taking me to Luxuria, and finally, the interactions with his brothers thereafter. 
I could see the anger immerse his eyes when I told him what Tony did to me—that he was close to ripping my head off. Eclipse only tempered his fury when I told him that the wounds from the talons healed immediately. 
For a fraction of a second, I was certain that if Tony hadn’t just helped him, Eclipse would have gone back to kill his own brother for laying his hands on me. I didn’t catalog that as him having any romantic feelings towards me though. Eclipse was a business-minded Demon. He did not sacrifice a portion of his powers to save me only to have someone else lay their hands on me. As he said, we were “soul mates.” I was literally an extension of him. Someone hurting me would equate to someone hurting him. And no one ever said that Eclipse was good at taking beatings without fighting back with quadruple the strength. 
When I concluded my narration, a twitch of a smile tugged at his lips. His disdain for his Elder’s behavior may have bothered him immensely, but Eclipse was a composed Demon and an easily entertained one at that. 
Exhibiting extreme amusement, he randomly said, “I can’t believe you pulled a pocketknife out on Lyna.” His melodic laughter bounced throughout the empty bus. It was just the female bus driver and us. From her profile, I could tell she enjoyed listening to Eclipse’s laughter as well. “I’m so pissed I missed that.”
“I can’t control my sadism when I’m mad.” It wasn’t a behavior I was proud of. I was lucky Lyna didn’t lose control and kill me for my idiocy. 
“I’ve noticed.” He laughed again. In that moment, I was relieved that I withheld the story about bitch-slapping Phix. Hurting people, even Demons, wasn’t something I was proud of.
“How are you holding up from our trip?” he asked after his laughter died down. 
“Scared,” I admitted, thankful that we were finally able to talk about this. 
I had been so busy with everything else that I hadn’t even had time to properly mull over what we discovered on our trip. 
“I mean, my mother was pregnant with me six months before she had a miscarriage. Then, thirteen weeks later she was pregnant again, and then thirteen days after that, she gave birth to me? How do you make sense of something like this?”
“It is baffling,” he agreed quietly. 
“That frozen blood we found under my family’s estate,” I prompted, my memories catapulting back to what we discovered when we dug up the earth. “Do you think it’s all over the land?”
“Yes.” His expression rippled with certainty. “That’s why, even after fifteen years of neglect, the world around your home is frozen in its beauty and perfection. It is because there is immortal blood frozen beneath it, giving it eternal life.”
My convoluted thoughts journeyed back to the narration by Father Baek. I hadn’t forgotten the look on Eclipse’s face. He appeared unnerved and taken aback when the tale of my birth was told.
“Why was your face pale when Father Baek spoke about the storm and my birth?” 
Eclipse took a moment to categorize his thoughts. The world sped by quietly as he spoke. “When Sources are born, there are always storms taking place the night of their birth. This is why ‘Heaven cried the night of your birth,’ because they sense an evil that is being introduced into the world. As far as I know, the Heavens are aware when a Source is born, but they are not privy to where a Source resides. As for Demons, we are aware of neither because storms take place all over the world and it does not always relate to a Source.” 
A muscle worked in his jaw when he thought back to Father Baek’s tale. 
“When Father Baek said that as soon as you were born, the storms stopped, something clicked within me.”
The world seemed to have slowed with my growing anticipation. I did not miss the ominous pitch in his voice. 
“What?” I asked, my interest piqued beyond its crescendo.
“You remember how I told you that the weather can sometimes be viewed as a susurrus of voices from the powerful entities around the world?”
I nodded slowly, my curious eyes urging him to continue.
“When Father Baek mentioned that the storm, which apparently was a very violent one, stopped as soon as you were born, he also said that it was as if the world fell quiet. When he said that, I remembered a night where I was sitting on my throne and something peculiar happened.”
I uneasily shifted in my seat. “What?”
The wheels of the bus creaked over the road, harmonizing with Eclipse’s words.
“For exactly forty-nine seconds, all of Hell fell silent. Everyone was completely and utterly quiet as they stared up at the skies. We all collapsed into silence because when the storms stopped, it stopped all over the world. For that suspended moment, it was as if someone had wrapped something over us.” 
He sighed, still uncertain as to what took place that night. 
“After those forty-nine seconds passed, the world kept moving. Many forgot about it, but it kept replaying in the back of my mind as one of the oddest things I had ever experienced. My brothers and the Elders of our world made a note of this phenomenon as well, and when we heard about the murders, it made sense that you were the cause of that brief silence over the world. That was how we found out you were a Source.”
I sensed from the way he spoke that this observation wasn’t as conclusive as he made it out to be. 
“You think there’s more to it?” I pressed softly. 
He nodded thoughtfully. “I think when you were born . . . a veil was placed over the world.” 
“Another veil?” For some inexplicable reason, I got immense chills at the thought.
“I do not know what kind of veil,” he continued, “but it can only be viewed as astronomical. It had the powers to silence the storms of Heaven and the ability to arrest the unwavering attention of Hell. Only something extremely powerful could manage this type of feat.” 
“Something anticipated my birth,” I reasoned out loud, thinking back to that malevolent entity. A troubling but inevitable possibility surfaced in my mind. I shot my eyes at him, panic surging within me. “Does this mean that it created me?” 
Eclipse shook his head, immediately clearing any misconceptions I may have had about myself. 
“Sources are Ancient Evils that predate Angels and Demons. You are not created. If anything, you are the Creator.” He glanced down at me, his eyes assuring me that everything was fine. “Your birth may not have been natural, but it was miraculous. Whether it was a cataclysmic or blessed event, it was miraculous nonetheless. There is nothing to be afraid of. If anything, it is this world that should be afraid of you.”
I let out a relieved breath, my fears subsiding slightly.
“So you don’t know what it’s all about?” I continued to ask, miserably summing everything up. “The miscarriage at six months, the revival at thirteen weeks, and the birth thirteen days later?”
He presented me with a frustrated expression that rivaled my own.
“I feel like I’m getting mind-fucked as well,” he admitted irritably, offended that he couldn’t figure this out. Resolution thundered in his next words. “The only thing I know for sure is that the fucker who took a part of your soul just made my life a thousand times more difficult than it already is. When I find him, I am going to burn him alive.”
One could always count on Eclipse to uphold Gandhi’s “no violence” approach.
“What are we going to do now?” I asked once the familiar lights of the city skimmed over my eyes. 
We had entered Seoul and the city looked like a shiny playground. Bright lights, tall buildings, and endless amounts of people graced my eyes. I felt like I had escaped from reality and came running back into my fantasy world. In this city, I felt invincible, like nothing could touch me. 
“We need to lay low. After how eventful our trip was and how popular we made ourselves, we should stay under the radar for the time being. I also need time to consolidate my powers. After that, we will be well on our way to finding out how screwed we really are.” 
He laughed miserably at his own joke, and I smiled because the ironic thing was that he was probably right. Things weren’t simple. It was doubtful that things would get simpler once we unearthed more secrets. 
“Until then,” he said distractedly, his eyes admiring the beautiful neon-lit world shimmering like a kaleidoscope around us. “School is back in session. It’s time for you to go back to being a normal college girl, Teacup.”
I snorted at him, watching with jealousy as the bus treaded through the busy street where my fellow human beings were perusing about, unaware of how big and scary the world outside our civilization was. “How can I go back to my normal life after this? I’m going to be a hundred times more paranoid than before.”
“There is no safer place than Seoul,” Eclipse assured, corroborating the unexplainable “safe” feeling I had with my city. “Plus, I’m awake now,” he added darkly, confidence teeming on his face. He leaned in, brushing his soft lips over the side of my neck. The innocuous movement sent a surge of electrical current that had my nerve endings spiking up in yearning. “Every bad, awful, and evil entity may be after you, but you have the biggest, baddest, and most cunning son of a bitch by your side. There’s no veil of protection in this world that is more powerful than me. I promise you, as long as I’m beside you, you will always be on the winning side.”
Though it felt wrong, my lips curved into an even bigger smile. I truly believed that I had the best veil on my side. 
If it were Eclipse against the world, then I’d choose him. 
To me, the world could never measure up to him.
“Now, let’s get back to normal life,” he announced as the bus came to a slow stop. 
We got off, stepped onto the congested streets, and started heading back to my apartment. I didn’t know what got into me, but as soon as we stepped on the ground, I felt relief sweep through me. We were finally home. We were home, and we were safe and sound. In a move I didn’t anticipate, I hurried in front of Eclipse and blocked his path. I then did something out of character: I hugged him.
I looped my arms around his towering body, placed my cheek on his chest, and breathed a sigh of relief as I embraced him, savoring the feel of him awake and conscious again. It was the most human emotion I had ever shown in my existence to date. The biggest irony was that I was showing it to a Demon.
When I wrapped my arms around him, I could feel Eclipse stiffen in shock. It was funny that the Demon could throw sexual innuendos and seduce me left and right, yet the one time I gave him a hug, he appeared thunderstruck. It was like he was astounded by a foreign sensation. After a few passing seconds where I continued to hug him, the stiff muscles under his powerful body relaxed. Instead of standing there like a tree, I could feel him loop his own arms around my back. 
It was awkward at first, but then it just felt so wonderful. For the first time in my life, I felt at peace with my world. All the evils in the universe could be after me, but I had never felt more safe—or happy—than at that suspended moment in time. This odd sensation was nice, but leave it to Eclipse to ruin the human mood we were in.
“Are you okay, Gracie? Are you still worn out from our trip? Is that why you’re acting so strange?”
I pulled out of the embrace, flushing immensely. I digested my actions and felt embarrassment rain over me. Did I really just hug him? Oh my flying pigs. This weekend had completely fucked up my rationale. What was I thinking hugging a Demon?
“I’m feeling woozy,” I told him, frantically vocalizing what I was internally saying to myself. Dramatically and almost too desperately, I held up my left index finger as proof of my hazy state. “I tried to feed you my blood so you’d wake up. It really hurt when I cut my own finger. I ‘hugged’ you because I was feeling tired and lightheaded and I needed to maintain my balance.”
Relief engulfed me when he laughed with adoration at my response. The normally astute Demon was actually stupid enough to believe my crappy excuse. 
“Isn’t there a fairytale in your world?” he prompted lazily, kissing my index finger as rain began to sprinkle over us. “The one about a royal getting a kiss to awaken from their sleep?” His alluring eyes glowed suggestively. “You should’ve kissed me, Teacup. All the hibernation in the world wouldn’t keep me away from those gorgeous lips of yours.”
My heart pattered when he mentioned the fairytale story I was all too familiar with. Shaking, I feigned an eye-roll as a means of protecting myself. 
I promptly began to walk through the crowd, eager to get home where I could be normal again. I didn’t know why I hugged him. I reasoned it was because it had been an exhausting weekend. As long as I got the rest I needed, I should be fine again. 
“Glad to know you’re conscious and back to your old flirtatious self,” I said over the noise of the city streets. 
Inwardly, I was still shaking from the impromptu embrace. It continued to amaze me that I actually hugged a Demon . . .
Eclipse’s lips drew into a soft smile. 
“Glad to be back as well,” he whispered before looping our hands together and mindlessly adding, “Now, let’s go home. There’s a puppy that sounds like a dying seal waiting for us.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
“If that doesn’t mean you were created for me . . .”

17: Elixir of Life 
 
It felt odd to be sitting back in class after returning home from a crazy journey. I not only resurrected my Guardian Demon from hibernation during this trip, but I also learned that I was born, not through natural means, but spawned by some malevolent, cataclysmic event that surpassed the birth of the Devil’s son. 
Honestly, when you had the Demon of Lust looking at you in shock and telling you that he felt “mind-fucked” after learning how you were born, you know that you’ve got yourself an issue. It would be a tremendous lie to state that this newfound development did not scare the living daylights out of me. I couldn’t be more thankful to be home where everything was normal again. 
I felt safer to be back in my college bubble where my main concerns were my grades and homework. Despite our safe return to Seoul and the normalcy of everything around me, I still found myself feeling edgy at times. I blamed my uneasiness on the behavior of the weather, or more precisely, the foreboding gloominess of the dark skies. The weather this year had been horrible and it appeared to have worsened since I returned from Serenity. Since Eclipse had conveyed to me that the skies were a foreshadowing of things happening around the world, I couldn’t help but feel afraid. 
The skies looked too ominous and evil. 
Something big was brewing out there, and I suspected it had everything to do with me.
“Grace? Did you hear what I said?”
A soft voice jerked me out of my reverie. 
I dragged my eyes from the rainy window and turned to find Shin staring expectantly at me. I belatedly realized that he had asked me a question and was waiting for my response. 
“I’m really sorry, Shin,” I uttered, gazing at him with dazed eyes. I gave him a perplexed smile. “I didn’t hear what you said.”
A kind chuckle emitted from him. His handsome face warmed at the confusion on my face. “I was just saying that class is over—that you should leave before you’re unknowingly stuck in another class session.”
My eyes bulged. I gazed below and like he pointed out, the lecture for our marketing class was over. It was just myself, Shin, and a couple of other classmates left packing up their belongings.
“Oh no.” I blushed, feeling like a complete dimwit. “How long has class been over?”
“A couple of minutes.” 
He tipped his head to the side, allowing his half ponytail to fall over his gray jacket. The way the classroom light fell over him made him look refreshed, polished, and suave. I couldn’t help but blush at the way he was looking at me with his gentle eyes. “What has gotten you so lost in thoughts?”
“Oh nothing,” I lied, trying to play off my blush and trying to act normal. He didn’t need to know that I was thinking about Demons and all things catastrophic. “I was just bored.”
“You? Bored? In class?” He laughed as though that was the most ludicrous thing he had ever heard. “You’re always so diligent with your note taking though. I’m surprised.”
I laughed.
After we had been partnered up, it was funny that I started noticing Shin more around campus. I would wave to him in the hall and we would sit next to each other for our marketing lectures. Since then, we had small talks that bordered on flirtations every now and then. Despite being physically attracted to him, I had to admit that Shin had become a cool friend to have in my classes. He always made fun of me for being so studious. I imagined it was a surprise for him when I told him that I was “bored” in class.
I gave a halfhearted shrug as I packed my notebook and pen into my red bag. “We all have our days.”
He nodded, getting up with me. He stuffed his folded paper, pen, and cellphone into his dark jeans. “How was your Fall Break?”
“Hectic,” I admitted with filter. We began to descend down the stairs as students from the next class session started filing in. “Took a trip to visit my family in Busan. As usual, my family can be exhausting.”
“Families,” he said with amusement, holding open the door for me. “You can’t live with them and you can’t live without them.”
Or you can kill them and then live without them, I corrected in my mind before making a note not to say that out loud. 
We walked into the hall where other business students were swimming from one direction to the other. I turned to him with a big smile on my face. “How was your break? Did you visit your family too?”
He shook his head. “My buddies and I hiked up Mt. Halla for the break.”
I clutched at the bottle of orange juice I was holding in surprise. The weather had been crazy these past couple of days. I couldn’t believe he’d brave the storm. 
“Really?” I covered my mouth in slight wonderment. “How was the weather there?”
“Terrible,” he shared with a weary laugh. “The storm was awful. I slipped and fell a couple of times. My friends and I have a lot of bruises, and I think I caught a cold from the experience. Regardless, reaching the summit was well worth it in the end.” 
“Yeah! I imagine!” I exclaimed, having a newfound admiration for him. I had always wanted to go hiking because people who reached the summit of any mountain would always boast about the entire experience, sharing with me that the view was indescribable and that I should do some hiking too. “Wow. That sounds like such a fun and exciting way to spend the break!”
He nodded before his eyes shifted to a section of the hall that was abuzz with activity.
“Is there a recruiter over there or something? Why is there such a big crowd of girls?”
I trailed after the direction of his gaze. My good mood turned sour when I caught sight of the one causing such a big commotion: Eclipse. 
Dressed in a white jacket and jeans, he was sprawled over one of the business hall’s benches, sleeping on his side with his back facing towards us. His perfectly sculpted butt was in full view for everyone in the hall. Next to him was OinkOink, who was tilting his head and staring curiously at the girls who were checking out his master. The fact that Eclipse was asleep only gave my perverted classmates license to drool over him without shame. 
“Gosh, who is that hunk?!”
“He’s so dreamy!”
“Dreamy? He’s freaking hot!”
Amidst the crowd’s appreciation for Eclipse and his . . . assets, Shin must’ve caught the jealousy in my eyes. “Is he your boyfriend?”
I swiveled to him, caught off guard with his question. I looked at him and then at Eclipse’s back. I turned back to Shin and smiled wearily. “It’s complicated.”
“I’m sure it is,” he responded so quietly that I almost didn’t hear him. He imparted me with a charming smile before tipping his head towards the exit at the other end of the hall. “Well, I’ll let you get back to him then. Get some rest, Grace. I’ll see you around.”
“Bye Shin,” I waved, watching him walk away. 
Once Shin was gone, I pivoted my attention back to the dead weight sleeping on the bench. My insides simmered. I stomped over towards Eclipse and attempted to glare at all of his admirers. Unfortunately for me, they were all really nice and not the slutty girls I wished they were. 
“Hey Grace!” one of my classmates giggled as she walked past me with her friends. “You have to check out the hot piece of ass sleeping on the bench! If you’re having a bad day, he’ll be sure to make it better!”
“Thanks for the tip, Jenny!” I chirped cheerily even though inside, I was seething. I hated that they were checking him out and I hated it more that my classmates were such nice girls that I couldn’t actually hate them. 
Sensing my presence, OinkOink removed his attention from the swarm of girls and turned in my direction. Upon seeing me, the little pup’s expressive black eyes lit up. With an excited bark that reverberated through the hall, he jumped off the bench and gleefully bounced over to me. 
“Hi OinkOink,” I greeted when he was in front of me.
I stooped down and picked him up. His tail wagged excitedly, and when he was close enough, he poked his little pink tongue out and began to lick at my chin. My heart expanded at the love he was showing me. I had received this same greeting from him when we returned from Serenity. 
I had expected to find him dead when we walked in from our road trip. To my surprise, I found him whimpering quietly on a pillow bed. Beside him was a 5x7 photo frame with my picture in it. Apparently Eclipse had placed my picture there so OinkOink wouldn’t be depressed. It was a heartwarming sight to see the puppy whimper in sadness as he huddled close to my photo, crying as if he was crying to me. But it was an even more incredible sight when he saw me. Like a rocket, OinkOink ran to me as though his life depended on it. I was so happy to see him that I even gave him a kiss on the lips while I soaked in the feel of him shaking excitedly against me. The attachment I had formed with him was amazing. I had missed him dearly while I was away and I couldn’t have been happier to have the oversized rat back in my arms.
I ran my fingers through OinkOink’s fur, holding him securely with one arm while I turned to the Demon at his side. I was done with this circus. He was my Demon—no one else’s. I strutted over to Eclipse, feeling selfish and not wanting to share his “hot-piece-of-ass” with anyone else. I glared at his provocative self and started to shake him awake.
“Eclipse,” I hissed, nudging him as the rest of the girls started to scramble off in fear of being caught staring. “Eclipse, wake up. Why are you being so irresponsible and allowing people to objectify you?”
He woke up with a groan, rubbed the sleep out of his eyes, and stood up with a sheepish smile that had my heart racing. Damn him. That languorous look suited him well. 
Like a sleepwalker, he walked around me, looped his arms around me from the back, and rested his chin over my head. 
“Hi Gracie,” he greeted faintly, his voice overflowing with fatigue.
I could feel my neck ache from supporting his chin. However much this gesture made me feel nice, it was also straining my neck. 
“If you’re so tired, then why are you here?” I asked quietly. 
Eclipse chuckled softly, extracting his arms from around me and appearing by my side. “I like walking you home, Teacup,” he replied as we began towards the exit. “It’s the highlight of my day.”
We were ambling out when Eclipse stopped briefly. 
As if something came over him, he turned his attention away from me and back to the dwindling hall. I followed his gaze and realized he was staring at the empty spot where I once stood with Shin. 
“What?” I asked warily, wondering what caught his attention in that empty space.
I guess Eclipse must’ve just been exhausted because, as though there was nothing out of the ordinary, he redirected his attention back to me. He flashed me a light and assuring smile. “It’s nothing. I think I’m just really tired.”
I noticed that too. His lids looked heavy, like they were begging to rest for the day. “You should go home and sleep.”
He smiled as we stepped out of the business building and into the freezing night. In the distance, I could spot people walking around speedily, bundled up in their coats and scarves as they ran from one destination to the other. I was thankful that I chose to wear dark jeans and a white trench coat to keep me warm. 
“Well,” he responded charmingly, “we’re going home right now, aren’t we?” 
I nodded before getting serious. “How are you feeling?”
“Like there’s a jackhammer in my head,” he admitted with exhaustion. “It sucks being a Dimmed Demon who is still trying to renew his powers.”
“How long will it take for you to get better?”
“A couple of days.” His gaze flickered over to me. “Then I should be back to my old charming self.”
Oh man, I thought in dread. I was getting too used to a tired Eclipse. I didn’t know if I could handle his energetic, charming, and flirtatious self again.
“By the way,” I prompted, changing the subject when I saw a white car drive by, “where’s my car?”
“Drowning in the Han River if I had it my way,” he bristled. 
I shot him an angry glare, and he held back a smile. 
Trying to control my temper, I calmly said, “Didn’t you give the baby Demons my address?”
“I’m sure they’ll find it sooner or later,” he replied carelessly. 
“I get why you’re punishing those baby Demons,” I uttered, hurt that he was being such a bully to my car, “but why are you punishing my Rav4 too?”
He snorted and gave me an unimpressed look. He was angry, not at me but at the inanimate object I owned. 
“What car broke down and caused us to go to that inn in the first place? What was the root of all these sacrilegious events that led me to this pathetic state in life?”
I closed my mouth when I saw his point. It was the Rav4’s fault. That was for sure.
“By the way,” he surreptitiously announced once we neared my apartment, “I have something for you.”
I stopped and turned to see what he was talking about. My eyes settled on the orange fruit he held in his hand: a persimmon. 
I tilted my eyes back at him. “Why do you have a persimmon in your hand?”
“It’s no regular persimmon.” He placed it on the palm of my hand as we entered the apartment building. “Here.”
I stared at him strangely once we stepped into the elevator. “Why are you giving this to me?”
“The image of you with blood seeping out of your eyes won’t leave me.” 
I paused, floored by his admission. We hadn’t spoken about what happened to me when Eclipse used up his full powers since the night it happened. Eclipse seemed to be more inclined on keeping this topic at bay. I was surprised that he was the one who voluntarily brought it up.
“Is that guilt I’m hearing?” I asked absently, admiring the flawless looking fruit.
“Regret,” he amended. The elevator had begun to ascend to my floor. “I should’ve given this to you as soon as I met you. If I did, then perhaps you wouldn’t be so afraid of being near me.”
I felt my tummy flip-flop at the authenticity in his voice. He truly sounded apologetic, like he really cared about me. I gazed at him, slowly seeing him in a new light. I had really underestimated him. No matter how apathetic he appeared, Eclipse was very observant. It was clear that the little things I said (and did) truly stuck with him. All this time, he hadn’t been ignoring my concerns; he was simply figuring out a way to make reparations. 
He jutted his chin at the fruit. “Eat it, Teacup.”
Instead of immediately obeying, I reluctantly stared at the fruit. I didn’t know why, but I was suddenly terrified of it. Why did he want me to eat this so badly?
His entertained gaze traveled down to the persimmon in the palms of my hands. I guess he was beginning to grow impatient because the next words out of his mouth had me glaring at him in resentment. 
“Are you posing for the cover of a vampire book or something? Are you going to eat the persimmon or not?”
I reddened at the unexpected jab. Suppressing the desire to flip him off, I did my due diligence and suspiciously asked, “What does it do?”
“Protect you and your veil. If you were to bleed out, it will hide your scent and keep your veil intact. No one will be able to figure out that you’re a Source.”
“Seriously?!”
Holy eff! This thing’s a rock star! My inner cheerleader was cheering with wonderment that this succulent little treat could protect my identity as a Source. 
I held it up, my eyes glowing with greed. I didn’t need any more persuasion. I’d be a fool to not eat this when it was being offered so freely to me. 
“Do you have anything to peel it?” 
“Eat everything.” He smiled when he saw my apprehensiveness. “It will be one of the most delicious things you’ll ever taste.” 
“Okay,” I said quietly.
I took my first bite out of the persimmon and felt the contents spill over my tongue. My taste buds tingled in awe as my entire world lit up. It was the best persimmon I had ever tasted. For an impossible moment, I could have sworn I tasted the elixir of life.
“You’re right!” I blissfully exclaimed. “This is the best thing I’ve ever tasted! It’s so good!” I held the remaining half out to him while the elevator doors slid open in front of us. “Do you want some?”
Eclipse shook his head and gestured for me to eat it all. “You have to eat the whole thing for it to work properly,” he said as we stepped out of the elevator.
For a paranoid instant, my eyes morphed into suspicious slits. “You’re not poisoning me, are you?”
I didn’t realistically think that he would, but it felt like the right question to ask at the time.
“Blessing you, actually.” He opened my apartment door with a warm expression. “You should feel blessed, Teacup.”
I laughed, munching on the persimmon. “Why is this fruit so special?”
We closed the door behind us and headed straight for my room.
“There’s a rare elixir in it,” he provided briskly. “It’s highly sought after.”
I beamed, eagerly finishing the persimmon and loving the lingering taste of it in my mouth. My inner fat kid was a fan of this fruit. It truly tasted like Heaven. “If it’s so valuable, why’d you give it to me?”
Eclipse sat on my bed and gave a non-committal shrug while I set OinkOink beside him. The puppy slowly woke from his slumber. He whimpered as he looked around the room. Once he saw that Eclipse was right beside him, he bounced over to him like a little bunny, lay down beside him, and was already falling asleep again. 
“Because I wanted to be the one to give it to you,” he told me smoothly, his voice sounding more sensuous than I could handle. He took off his jacket, unbuttoned his white dress shirt, and tossed it aside, unveiling the steel muscles etched in his upper body.
I shot him a pointed look, trying to ignore the fact that he was half-naked on my bed, looking as welcoming to sleep on as the mattress beneath him. 
“That didn’t answer my question,” I said tightly, finding it difficult to catch my breath.
“I know,” he whispered, his head resting against the wall while his eyes appreciatively roamed up and down my body. 
The room suddenly felt more heated than when we first entered it. 
There was a smoldering look on his face that had me hypnotized. He sensually bit his lower lip, causing me to bite my own as well. Red-hot fire consumed my body, and I distantly wondered if he fed me an aphrodisiac as opposed to an elixir. Oh my goodness. I was really tempted to launch myself at the gorgeous Demon and let him have his way with me. 
“I lied to you, you know?”
A sinkhole formed in the core of my stomach. 
“Lied?” I parroted shakily, dreading whatever truth he was going to tell me. “Lied about what?”
“When I said the persimmon would be the best thing you’d ever taste.” His gaze grew darker, more carnal. In the huskiest and sexiest voice I had ever heard, he declared, “I will be the best thing you’ve ever tasted.” 
In a flash, he sat on his knees, wrapped his arms around my waist and with feline grace, tossed me onto the bed with noted care. OinkOink, who was still on the bed with us, was delightfully knocked out and unaware that his two owners were in a wicked world of their own. 
Eclipse came over me at once, his forearms rested on either side of me while his beautiful face was inches above mine. The enticing heat of his body and the enthralling scent of him bombarded my senses. 
I dragged in an unstable breath. 
I was so enamored by how intimate we were that I didn’t have the mental capacity to jump off the bed in protest. Deep down, I was ashamed to admit that a mischievous part of me wanted to simply lie there and be seduced by him. I knew he was a threat to my existence. One kiss on the lips could have me on my deathbed. This knowledge should have been an obstruction, but instead, it became a temptation. I suddenly wanted to challenge death—to test the waters so I could feel alive. 
As if reading the thoughts in my congested mind, Eclipse smiled and began to trace his finger over the contour of my jaw.
“Whatever nirvana that little fruit was able to give you, know that my nirvana will be a million times better.” 
He chuckled when he saw the intrigue bloom in my eyes. He lowered himself, coming closer but still not touching me. If anything, the subtle move caused me to become drunker with longing. 
“And I will keep giving it to you.” His lips brushed my ear, making me shiver. Everything about him was luring the mischievous girl inside me to come out. “Whenever you ask for it, whenever you yearn for it, and whenever you are hungry for it, I will give it to you until you beg me to stop.” Another extravagant chuckle escaped him. “And we both know that once you’ve had me, you’re never going to beg me to stop.” 
I felt breathless by the time he was done with his “promise.” 
My chest rose up and down in rapid movements. I felt like I had just ran a marathon and my lungs were desperate for air. 
After taking a second to compose myself and digest what was happening to my body, I awkwardly announced, “I’m getting a nosebleed.”
It was so lame that I was getting a nosebleed simply because of Eclipse’s words. He wasn’t even kissing me, touching me, or doing anything physical to me. He was merely speaking, making suggestive promises and it was enough for my nose to bleed. Oh God. I was so embarrassed. I wanted to bury my face into OinkOink’s fur and hide. 
A doting laugh radiated from Eclipse’s chest. In a swift movement, he withdrew himself from above me, giving me room to breathe and my nosebleed time to stabilize itself. He laid himself beside me, suddenly looking more like an Angel than a seductive Demon. 
“Why did you do that?” I asked numbly, coming out of the lustful spell he placed me under. I sat up, feeling utterly intoxicated. My eyes widened when an outraged thought hit me. I shot him an accusing look. “You were warming me up again, weren’t you?!”
His sleepy eyes twinkled with laughter. The expression on his face was one of coyness, one that knew that he had been caught. His lips curved up into a half-smirk. 
“I haven’t teased you in a while. I didn’t want you to think I’ve forgotten about the marathon I wanted to have with you.”
Though desire continued to teem in his eyes, I noticed he was starting to look drowsy again. 
Placing my outrage aside, I curiously tipped my head at him. “Why’d you really come to walk me home tonight?”
“I have to go into recuperation mode for the next couple of days,” he shared as he began to rest on the pillow, his eyes looking drowsier. “I won’t be able to see you for a while, so I wanted to hang out before I left.” He flashed me an adorable grin. “And I seduced you a second ago because I didn’t want you to forget me while I slept . . .”
Warmth flooded over me. 
I really couldn’t deny how cute his answer was.
“Are you going to sleep now?” I asked, already knowing the answer.
He nodded, his lethargic eyes staring up at me. It was the most innocent I had seen him since we met. 
“Will you stay here with me until I fall asleep?”
My logic said no, but my body behaved differently. 
Instead of walking away and making some smart-ass comment, I continued to sit on the bed. Then, I did something I thought I’d never do: I actually sat there the entire night and watched him sleep. 
I couldn’t fathom what had gotten into me these past few days. 
I was not this person. I wasn’t the girl who genuinely hugged anyone because I was relieved that he was healthy again, and I wasn’t the girl who watched someone sleep because that person had asked me to stay there with him. 
I wasn’t that person, yet there I was behaving just like that girl. 
I was thankful that no one else saw me like this. Eclipse was drifting further and further into his slumber, OinkOink was nuzzled quietly between us, and the world seemed distracted with the rain outside. At that suspended moment in time, I was the only one who played witness to this strange behavior. I suppose in the bigger scheme of things, I was the only one who mattered. Nevertheless, much like all the other aspects of my life, I didn’t allow this to have any profound effect on me. 
“I’m just tired,” I whispered to myself, sounding more uncertain than I would’ve liked. “This means nothing. All of this means absolutely nothing . . .”



 
 
 
 
 
 
“Then I don’t know what would.”

18: Punishment on Earth
 
Eclipse was officially in “recuperation” mode when the next morning arrived.
I had assumed that Eclipse “resting” would equate to how humans rested, which was that he would wake up every so often. To my surprise, his sleeping cycle was far from normal. Evidently, recuperation mode in demonic terms meant that said Demon would sleep like the dead. Absolutely nothing would jar him from his slumber. Even when OinkOink, who could be pretty obnoxious when he was seeking attention, was barking and whimpering at his ear, Eclipse remained as he was: quiet and unresponsive. 
Even though I was still slightly worried about him, a big part of me was also relieved. This was unlike the hibernation mode he went into on the bus. He had color to his face and appeared to be in perfect health. I had no doubt that in several days, once he was fully recharged, he would be back to himself. 
Feeling assured, I slowly found myself thrilled to go back to the normalcy of my life. I had nearly been driven over the edge of insanity ever since Eclipse entered my life. I was excited for a break. 
So with all the drama in my life momentarily suspended, I got into the shower and relished in the tranquility of being alone. It felt incredibly nice. It was absolutely relaxing and peaceful until—
“What the hell is that little midget doing in there?” squawked a voice that interrupted my serene thoughts. “Why is she showering for so long?”
“Shh!” said another voice. “Just let her be!”
Huh?
“How can I let her be when I have to watch her? Why can’t you watch her?”
“Because his Dark Majesty is asleep and he needs protection as well. Plus, you’re a girl. It’s more natural for you to do ‘girl’ things with her.”
Who was talking so loudly outside the door?
“This is so unfair! She’s so annoying and small and short. I don’t want to do this!”
Curious about all the noise, I mindlessly poked my head out from behind the curtain.
“Ahhhhh!” I screamed my ass off when I saw the two culprits standing right beside the sink, a few feet away from me. “What are you two doing in here?!” 
I automatically latched onto a towel and wrapped it around me. I stared at them while the soap from my hair dripped all over my face. Although I was stunned that the Demons had been able to find my apartment, I was more shocked that they were in the bathroom with me.
“His Dark Majesty said that we have to watch over you or he’d feed us to his hellhounds if we screw up!” Phix shouted with a shaky voice. It was clear that Phix knew he was treading the line with Eclipse. He was adamant about no longer being on Eclipse’s bad side. 
“Not when I’m frigging showering!” I manically cried over the running water. “Even Eclipse gives me more privacy than this!”
“Oh really?” Phix asked, genuinely astonished. “He doesn’t guard you while you’re in the shower?”
“No!”
“Oh man! He’s such a risk taker!” Phix gushed like Eclipse was the bravest entity he had ever met. “If my existence was dependent upon someone else’s, I would guard her 24/7 and stick to her like white on rice!”
“Phix,” I began impatiently, the once warm water getting cold on my feet. Though my voice was feeble, my threat was anything but. “If you don’t leave right now, I’m going to lie and tell Eclipse that you pushed me and made me slip in the shower.” 
“Okay, okay. We’ll leave,” Phix placated, taking my warning to heart. He looked relieved that he didn’t have to stay in the bathroom with me either. The Demon grinned innocently, giving me a sheepish expression before asking, “Uh, can we eat your food? It took Coco and I the entire night to find where you live. We’re starving.”
“Yeah,” I replied, eager to get them out. “Help yourself.”
“Thanks, Gracie,” he replied. It felt odd to be greeted so chummily by Phix, but with a personality like his, he could get away with murder. “Oh, by the way, Coco and I have split up the duties. I’ll be watching his Dark Majesty during his slumber. Coco is going to watch you because I figured you’d be more comfortable bonding with her than me. If you need anything, Coco’s your girl.” He gestured his head towards the other Demon, who was silently standing there, glaring at me. “Let’s go, Coco.”
Phix exited the bathroom, but Coco continued to stand there, her eyes appraising me critically. Judgmentally, she asked, “Are you a former fatty?”
I felt the former overweight girl in me shrivel in uneasiness. Instead of confirming her invasive question, I just stared at her blankly and softly said, “What would make you say that?” 
She gave a long pause and then vacantly said, “You act like one.” 
And on that insightful and positively upbeat note, she left, leaving me to flip the bird at the area where she once stood. 
“Poop-face,” I mumbled immaturely before returning to my now horribly screwed up shower. 
 
●●●
 
Six hours.
It had been six hours of misery as I sat in my last class of the day with Coco buzzing in my ear.
“Let’s skip class.”
“No!”
“Come on! You’re so boring!”
“Leave me alone then!”
“If I could, do you think I’d be sitting in this boring class with you?”
If we weren’t in a lecture hall filled with forty witnesses, I would’ve unleashed my sadism and showed her exactly who she was pissing off. The girl had no boundaries and no zipper for that big fat mouth of hers. Any fascination I had with her when she was a famous actress was completely gone. I felt like I was stuck listening to a radio station that I couldn’t lower the volume for. I was losing my mind.
Calm down, Grace. Calm down. I took in a deep breath. Despite my overwhelming urge to stab her, I did well to keep my composure. 
“Coco,” I fired back coolly, my eyes turning into calm but threatening slits. My Business Law professor was still lecturing on the podium, moving on to the next PowerPoint slide in his presentation. “I know that you’re just doing your job, but I swear to the God-who-will-never-answer-me, if you don’t shut your mouth, I’m going to jab my Hello Kitty pencil into your eye. Since I have a track record of violent tendencies, I think you should check yourself before you continue to annoy me.” 
Alarm stirred in Coco’s eyes. I had no doubt that she was running over my résumé in her mind. I was certain that the extracurricular activity my six-year-old self participated in ran prominently in her thoughts. She was aware that I was more than capable of bringing this threat to fruition. 
With a soft gulp to save face, she feigned carelessness and said, “Ugh, you’re so melodramatic.” 
Then, without another word, she placed her head on the table and moaned in misery before falling completely quiet. She remained like so as the day wore on, but regrettably, she didn’t stay like that when evening came. 
“God, how long before they come and take our order?”
“Just be patient. They’re giving us time to look over the menu.”
Coco sat beside me at the private booth I had reserved at one of my favorite restaurants: Blossom. She was as impatient as ever and I was doing my best to be tolerant for the sake of civility. I ignored her and admired the restaurant. The lights were dimmed with chandeliers hanging above. There was a candle set on every table, as well as beautiful floral centerpieces. It was a handsome restaurant with really great food, but after seeing a restaurant like Luxuria, there were few man-made restaurants that could match up to the Demon of Gluttony’s. 
For a brief moment, my queue of thoughts wandered over to what occurred with Sloth and Tony. My unpleasant reaction to them aside, I pondered the reason behind Tony gifting Eclipse with a portion of his powers. What was coming up? What special event was coming that made Sloth give Eclipse the aid of Phix and Coco? What was so special that caused Tony, who clearly disliked Eclipse, to be nice to him? 
As expected, my questions to myself yielded no answer. 
Discarding those dead-end thoughts for the time being, I focused on the menu before me. I mindlessly petted OinkOink as I did this. Before we went to the restaurant, I had stopped by the apartment to check up on Eclipse. Due largely to the fact that I didn’t want to suffer with Coco alone, I brought OinkOink, who was napping beside Eclipse, with me. While Coco continued to yap and complain about my presence, OinkOink was glaring at her from my purse, seemingly very annoyed with her and her negativity as well.
“Why are you looking at the desserts if you can’t eat them anyway?” she asked, dragging me out of my thoughts. 
I eyed her from the top of my menu. “There’s no harm in looking.”
“I’m sure you’ve been saying that quite often these days, haven’t you, OinkOink?” 
I scowled at her. I was certain I was going to burst into a ball of fire because I was fuming with so much anger. How dare she call me by OinkOink’s name? Even OinkOink, who was typically a friendly puppy, was growling at her from my purse. 
Coco shifted uncomfortably when OinkOink’s growls grew louder. Though she seemed afraid of my puppy, she wasn’t intimidated by me. 
“Sorry,” she apologized in an inauthentic tone. A fake smile shaped her mouth. “I meant to say, ‘Gracie.’ I don’t know how I could’ve slipped.”
I closed my menu, mortified. The former overweight girl in me was feeling sick to her stomach. I had suddenly lost my appetite.
“What did you decide on?” she asked nonchalantly, consulting her menu.
“Salad and tofu,” I replied quietly. 
I was disgruntled with what I ordered because I wanted fatty food. But since my offensive dietician was sitting next to me, it felt appropriate to further my misery by eating healthy.
Coco nodded in approval. “I’m going to have the same as you.”
I didn’t say anything to her; I merely began bitching at her in my head and fantasizing about beating her up in a dark alley. In lieu of giving in to my sadism, I kept my poise and set all those violent (and tempting) thoughts aside. 
“Oh my God! Hi Grace!” two chirpy voices greeted from across the room. 
My eyes instantly brightened when I saw that it was Dawn and Ara, my friends from school. They had just walked into the restaurant with Kina and Missy, both of whom were their childhood friends and also my subtle “frenemies.” It had only been a few days, but it felt like it had been forever since I last saw them. It felt good to run into Dawn and Ara like this, even if Kina and Missy were with them.
“Hi girls!” I cried, waving at them from the booth. The girls, all dressed in white dresses, approached our table. “What are you guys doing here?”
“We’re here to pick up the to-go food we ordered for our church group meeting,” answered Dawn. Her eyes traveled to Coco, who was sitting quietly in her seat. “Is this your friend?”
“Friend?” Coco asked, laughing obnoxiously. “Yeah, right,” she muttered under her breath.
Dawn and Ara smiled awkwardly at me, darting their eyes from me to Coco. I knew they were wondering who this rude girl was. Behind them, I saw Kina and Missy smile in amusement. 
I laughed nervously, trying to act oblivious to the negativity that was shooting out of Coco.
“Dawn, Ara, Kina, Missy.” I began to point at Coco, who was blinking flippantly at them. As this occurred, OinkOink continued to growl at her from my bag. Recalling quickly that the girls were probably familiar with Tears of the Rainbow—and that Coco was actually a famous actress—I changed Coco’s name. I didn’t need my friends wondering why I was hanging out with a supposed dead actress. “This is my friend . . . Chanel!”
“Chanel?” Ara asked amiably, giving Coco a small wave. “Hi Chanel, nice to meet you!”
Coco nodded at her while sparing a glance at me. There was approval in her eyes. She was proud that I had given her such a cool and fashionable alias. 
Missy stared at her in awe. “Hey Chanel. From this angle, you kinda look like Coco Cho! Has anyone ever told you that?”
Coco pretended to give a careless shrug. “I get it all the time, but I don’t think so. I think she’s prettier than me.”
I gave Coco a dry look, aware that she was fishing for compliments. 
She was wearing a black leather jacket and form fitting black jeans. She had on very heavy makeup: dark eyeliner with smoky eye shadow, blushed cheeks, and glossy red lips. She looked gorgeous all the same, but definitely did not have the natural look that Coco Cho was famously known for. 
For a pompous celebrity like herself, it was clear that Coco preferred to be adored for her natural beauty rather than for her contrived one.
“No, I think you’re prettier than Coco Cho,” Ara assured her. “Coco is cute, but she doesn’t have the ‘wow’ factor going on like you.”
“Yeah!” Dawn beamed. “And oh my goodness I love her dramas and all, but I still can’t get over that kissing scene from Tears of the Rainbow. Why was she so stiff when she kissed Jae? That was such a bad scene for me—”
Dawn cut off her words when she made eye contact with Coco and saw that she was glowering at her. Ara’s smile subsided as well. Coco had already been snobby when they were introduced to her. Now that they had inadvertently dissed her acting abilities, it appeared that Dawn and Ara were on her shit list. 
“Anyway,” I began, wanting to lighten the mood. I belatedly noticed some white poster boards in their hands. “Are those posters for your church meeting?”
Ara bobbed her head as Kina, upon being reminded of their church planning event, pivoted to Dawn and asked, “You know that quote we found?”
“What about it?” asked Dawn.
“‘God is love’ and ‘Blessed are the peacemakers.’ Where in the bible was it again? I need to put that in when I make the posters.”
“Um, let me check.” Dawn began to rummage through her satchel to look for her bible.
“The first one is 1 John 4:7-11,” Coco answered from beside me, surprising all of us. Kina, who had always been cold towards me, looked at Coco with acute interest. Unfazed by the surprised stares, Coco resumed and added, “And the second one is Matthew 5:9.”
Kina and Missy exchanged astounded glances before they turned back to Coco. 
Missy decided to test her by saying, “‘Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.’”
“Romans 12:9.”
“‘God loves a cheerful giver,’” Kina whispered. 
By now, everyone, including myself, was staring at Coco in utter disbelief. How was it possible that she intuitively knew every quote from the bible? 
Coco took a moment to ponder the answer. “2 Corinthians 9:7.”
A stupefied silence overtook our table. It was so quiet that when our waitress came to get our orders, she was momentarily taken aback by how hushed we were. 
“You know every part of the bible?” Missy asked incredulously after Coco and I placed our orders. 
“I really enjoy reading the bible,” Coco replied, her voice authentic. She released a soft sigh. “It brings me peace.”
“Are you a Christian?” Kina asked, unable to hide her intrigue. 
A guilty smile appeared on Coco’s face. “I’ve been slacking.”
No kidding! I concurred in my mind, still flabbergasted that this newly converted Demon was so religious. 
“We all do it. No one’s perfect,” Kina said affably, showcasing a friendlier side. She laughed graciously, the aura radiating from her warm and embracing. “I didn’t realize you were religious. We just assumed that anyone who hangs out with Grace is an atheist as well.”
I didn’t miss the nasty connotation in that calm voice of Kina’s, and when I saw Dawn and Ara exchange uneasy looks, I knew they hadn’t missed it either. Oblivious, or ignoring the obvious discomfort exhibited by her two childhood friends, Kina strummed along, finding more interest in Coco. Next thing I knew, the dinner ambiance did a complete 180. The conversation evolved and pretty soon, all I could hear from Coco, Kina, and Missy was chattering about how involved they were in the community and how much religion had played a part in their lives. 
And as they bonded, I continued to sit there, blinking at Coco in quiet disbelief. 
It was shocking to learn that Coco was so religious. From how she spoke about her faith and her respect for her religion, one would never entertain the possibility that she was actually a human-turned-Demon. 
Suddenly, Kina eyed me with a hint of malice in her eyes. I instantly froze in my seat, for I knew what was coming. Her day would not be complete unless she picked on me.
“Chanel,” she initiated delicately, “how did you and Grace meet? Forgive me, but it doesn’t seem like you two have the same personality at all. I mean, you’re so outgoing and upbeat, and Grace is so . . . you know . . .” She gave an awkward shrug that made Ara and Dawn stiffen in worry. “Grace.”
Coco laughed, sparing a glance at me like I was a dead weight she was forced to carry around. “She’s a bit boring, isn’t she?”
“She’s just studious,” Dawn corrected, while Ara added, “Grace has an introverted personality, but I wouldn’t say she’s boring.” 
I could tell that they were annoyed with Coco for throwing me under the bus, especially when she was supposed to be my “friend.”
“Studious, boring . . . It’s all relative, isn’t it?” Coco dismissed airily, causing Ara and Dawn to glower at her in revulsion. “She walks around with a stick up her ass most of the time.”
My face turned beet red as a gleeful smile pulled at Missy’s lips. She loved that Coco was speaking so horribly of me. 
“Hey Chanel,” she prompted casually, “the other day, I was having a conversation with some bible study friends and we were talking about atheists. I was thinking how regrettable it was that they do not see the light. Do you have any tips on how to get these unfortunate souls to be more open-minded?”
“Missy,” Dawn said warningly, already knowing where this conversation was going. She didn’t approve of it and wasn’t making any more effort to hide it. 
“More open-minded?” asked Coco.
Missy nodded, her dislike for me taking over her rationale. She ignored Dawn and ruthlessly continued with her thoughts. “Yeah, those atheists are so sensitive. They get all offended when you’re trying to help so they don’t end up in Hell. What can we say to these people so that they can see the light and make themselves useful and do good things in life?”
“Missy, that’s enough,” Ara hissed from the side. Her eyes were unyielding. Ara had never been one of those Christians who pushed her religion down someone’s throat, and with me sitting at the table, she couldn’t have been more protective of me.   
Next to Missy, I could see Kina smirk, her eyes traveling over to me before returning to Coco who had just asked, “Do good things in life?”
Missy nodded, still productively ignoring Dawn and Ara.
Coco evaluated Missy. Then, she said something that would forever change my negative opinion of her. 
“Do you not think your question itself is close-minded and out of line?” Despite the shock that met their faces, Coco plowed on, her eyes fiercer than I had ever seen them. “Being a good person is relative, and no one has the right to judge others for that. So to answer your question, I would say to believe what you believe in and not be nasty to others who have a different belief than you. You are not only pushing them away, but you’re also giving them a reason to generalize against the whole Christian community. People like you are the ones who represent the bigger community, and sadly, it is bad apples like you who always stick out like a sore thumb in the minds of others.”
When it looked like she was done, Coco glanced at me and added, “And I think it’s pretty fucked up that you would bring this up while Gracie is sitting here. You know that she isn’t Christian and you know that this would make her uncomfortable, but you did it anyway. That’s pretty classless and conniving.”
It appeared as if Missy, whose face was getting redder and redder with rage, was about to bitch Coco out. 
She was stopped when Kina placed a calming hand on her shoulder. 
Offering a contrived smile that was faker than plastic, Kina thoughtfully said, “Now it’s explained why the two of you get along so well. Thank you for your pearls of wisdom, Chanel. It wasn’t Missy’s intention to offend Grace, but I could see how it came off that way.” She turned to me, her expression as sweet as sugar. “I’m sorry about this, Grace. Missy got carried away. She didn’t mean to offend you in any way. I hope you understand that.”
I gave her a fake smile that rivaled her own. “I know you guys didn’t mean it like that. It’s okay. I’m not mad.”
“Good. You’re always so sweet, Grace. Thanks for not harboring any hard feelings.”
I presented her with another fake smile, and Kina nodded back before glancing at her cell phone. 
“Anyway, we need to get going now. The girls and I still have to help plan for our church event.” Her eyes rested on me as the rest of the girls started to head for the exit. “Have a great dinner.”
“It was nice meeting you, Chanel,” said Dawn, her eyes glittering with warmth. It was apparent that Dawn and Ara’s opinions of Coco had morphed from a negative one to an extremely positive one. She looked from me to Ara. “The four of us should hang out together soon.”
A smile bloomed across Coco’s face. It was her first genuine smile of the night. “That’d be nice, Dawn. I’d like that.”
“My place then,” Ara whispered so that Missy and Kina wouldn’t hear. “I’ll text you guys the details.”
“Okay, Ara,” I responded, smiling at the enigmatic tone in her voice. 
I knew that they felt guilty about how Missy and Kina treated me, but I hoped that my smile would assure them that I wasn’t upset with them. I understood the tough spot they were in. It was between their childhood friends and me, and that type of predicament would suck for anyone.  
With a whisper of apology, Ara and Dawn each gave me a kiss on the cheek, wished me a good night, and waved goodbye to us. From our seats, Coco and I watched as they filed out of the restaurant with their takeout.
“What a bunch of bitches,” Coco grumbled after they disappeared from our vantage points, referring to Kina and Missy.
“You actually stood up for me.” I blinked in shock, giving my delayed reaction now that our audience was gone.
“Just because I think you’re annoying and boring doesn’t mean that I dislike you,” Coco told me in a matter-of-fact tone. She took a big gulp from her Piña Colada. 
“Well, thank you for standing up for me.” I smiled awkwardly, not knowing how to act around her now. Just because she stood up for me didn’t make us best friends. However, it did make her a better person in my book. “That was really considerate of you.”
Although she shrugged carelessly, I could tell she was happy that I acknowledged her thoughtfulness. 
“That sucky Creator of mine did charge me to watch over you,” she offered lightly. “I guess protecting you from mean girls is also part of the job.” She looked me over, her features seemingly exhausted from all the religious talk. “I’ll forgo my diet and order cakes and more alcohol if you do it too,” she bargained, the desperate light in her eyes matching mine. 
Something about the religious talk had made her completely miserable and she was desperate to escape it.
“Okay,” I beamed, excited to eat junk food. 
The tofu and salad did not fill my stomach, and after the tough interaction I had with Missy and Kina, I needed all the fatty food I could get. Not to mention, I hadn’t been able to enjoy someone’s misery in too long. Since Coco was radiating a high level of misery, it seemed only fitting that I reveled in her sorrow. 
Coco tiredly waved our waitress over. Under her breath, she quietly muttered, “I guess you’re not so boring after all.”
 
●●●
 
After a few hours, I had stopped eating and drinking. I had also come to the consensus that it was no longer enjoyable to be in Coco’s company. The alcohol no longer made her miserable; it just made her irrational. In a blurring succession, drink after drink disappeared into her mouth, and time and time again, she would order more. It got so extreme that I felt obligated to intervene. 
“Maybe you should stop drinking,” I suggested, attempting to grab the glass from her. 
It just occurred to me that she was my only protector for the night. I was only screwing myself over by allowing her to get drunk. Who was going to watch out for me if some psycho attacked me? After realizing this mistake, I was now trying desperately to rectify it. Regrettably, Coco was not a willing participant in this endeavor.
“No, you little midget. No!” she slurred, nearly pushing me off the booth. She ripped the glass cup from my grasp, spilling a couple drops of her Piña Colada on my vintage Chanel dress.
“This is one of a kind!” I wailed, showing more concern for my dress than for Coco and her sanity. I was already poor. I couldn’t afford any more pretty dresses, and I was horrified that one of my favorite white dresses now stunk of alcohol. 
I whipped my head back to her. Blinded with the need for revenge, I angrily grabbed the Tabasco sauce on our table and ruthlessly poured the contents of the bottle into her next mixed drink. Callously, as she was too busy finishing what was left of the drink she had spilled onto me, I moved the mixed drink close to her.
Unaware of the shadiness I displayed, she gulped down the mixed drink, and that was it. 
“Bleeuuh!”
Her cheeks blew up like a blowfish, and with the speed of an Olympic sprinter, she gunned out of the booth and made a beeline for the bathroom, eliciting gagging sounds on the way there. 
I hadn’t planned on running after her because I honestly couldn’t care less about Coco. However, when I saw people stare at me from across the room, judging me for being a bad friend, I muttered a curse to myself. To save face, I ran after her.
I poked my head into the women’s bathroom. 
“Coco?”
From beneath one of the stalls, I spied two knees kneeling before a toilet. I gently pushed the door open. I stepped in just in time to hear all the beautiful sounds of someone vomiting their entire dinner out. 
Coco’s normally tidy brown hair was falling all over the place. I felt bad standing there watching the poor Demon puke her guts out. I thought about how she stood up for me and felt worse. I owed her. It was only right that I helped her out.
“Fuck my life,” I wailed quietly, gathering her hair with one hand to prevent the vomit from touching it. 
With the other hand, I gently moved my hand up and down her back to help her feel a bit better. She continued her love affair with the toilet as I did this. After another ten minutes of her puking her guts out, I helped her clean up at the sink. Once we determined that Coco was presentable, I gave her a breath mint. Together, we returned to our table. 
“What kind of Demon throws up from drinking alcohol?” I asked judgmentally. 
I nudged the untouched glass of water over to Coco, motioning for her to drink it.
“I’m a lightweight,” she grumbled tiredly. She obediently took a sip.
“Coco, I have to ask,” I began while we waited for our check. The curiosity hadn’t evaded me. Since she seemed out of it, I thought it was a good opportunity to probe her for answers. “How is it possible that you’re so religious, but you’re a Demon?”
If looks could kill, the glare she hurled in my direction would have buried me six feet under. 
I would normally recoil in fear if a Demon glared at me with such spite, but I felt comfortable around Coco now, so much so that I continued to sit there, quietly staring at her. I refrained from using any persuasive words for her to share her story with me, and I posited that this was the way to Coco’s glaring heart. After a full second of me gazing expectantly at her, she softened up. 
“I believe in God’s existence, but that doesn’t mean I have the conviction or strength to rely on God’s existence to help me through my life.” 
She took a moment to swirl her water around with her black straw. I recognized the emotion pouring out of her: regret. She took in a deep breath, avoiding eye contact by staring at the floating ice in her cup. 
“Let’s just say that I had a really tough life and that the only one I prayed to was God. I desperately prayed to him and when he couldn’t deliver fast enough, Phix appeared, telling me that I could either wait a lifetime for God to answer or I could take matters into my own hands.” She raised her eyes to meet mine. “Long story short, here I am . . . paying for taking the easy way out. You reap what you sow. Now I’m stuck babysitting you as punishment for selling my soul to a Demon.”
I smiled evenly, not bothering to feel sympathetic towards her. If she was foolish enough to take the easy way out and make a deal with a Demon to be rich and famous, then, as she said, she would have to reap what she sowed. Stupidity wasn’t an ailment. In her case, it was a choice.
Despite not feeling sympathy, I still empathized with what she went through.
“Well, you’re not the only one who’s stuck in this situation,” I mumbled, thinking about my own predicament. I was stuck with being a Source that everyone wanted to either own, torture, eat, or kill. My life sucked too. 
“Yeah,” Coco agreed mindlessly, taking another sip from her water, “it must suck for his Dark Majesty to be punished and sent here to convert you.”
I felt like Coco had just picked up a cube of ice from her drink and slid it down my spinal column. 
My face drained of blood. 
I turned to her slowly. “What did you just say?”
What the hell did she mean by that? How was Eclipse “punished” with me when he chose to come here for me?
Coco’s eyes broadened like an owl’s. Sobriety began to glimmer through the cracks of her once inebriated eyes. 
Trying to play it off, she faked a high-pitched and drunk voice by saying, “What? What did I just say? I don’t remember.”
I wouldn’t let it go. “You just said that Eclipse was punished with me.”
“No, I didn’t,” she lied, avoiding eye contact. The misery emanating from her was undeniable. She had fucked up and she was trying to cover her ass.
It was too late.
She had screwed up around the wrong person. I wasn’t going to let this go.
“Coco,” I persisted. “I just frigging held your hair while you threw up. We may hate each other, but considering the non-biological sister factor in what I did for you, you owe me.” When she didn’t say anything, I viciously added, “Screw it. Open your eyes wide right now. I’m going to stab your eye with my pencil and then squirt lemon juice into it!”
“Okay, okay!” Coco acquiesced, obviously knowing that I was capable of executing my threat. She gave a defeated sigh. “Phix said that his Dark Majesty is a Fallen Demon.”
“Yes, I know that much,” I replied, impatiently gesturing for her to go on.
“Well, if you’re a Fallen Demon, then you are punished. His powers were stripped from him and because he wants his powers back, they made him a deal—one that is almost sure to fail.”
The drumming of my heart expedited in dread. “They assigned me to him?” I whispered in a broken voice. “Without him prompting them to?”
Coco nodded. “They told him that a powerful Source is still in existence and is going to reach the age of maturity. They wanted him to take your soul and convert you.”
I felt the breath escape me. “How did Eclipse react?”
“He was pissed. Out of all his brothers, he was the one who looked down upon and hated the human race the most. He was furious that he was forced to come to Earth to babysit some worthless human. It was said that he got so angry that the storms and flood that hit the country was a result of his rage.”
I froze, remembering clearly how violent the weather was in the days before I met him. The weather was like that because he was angry that he was stuck with me? 
Nausea coiled in my stomach.
Worthless human?
A severe case of vertigo hit me. 
“He told me that he chose me and that the reason why they stripped his powers was because he didn’t want to hurt me.” Strain quivered in my miserable voice. “He said that their task for him was to find something a Fallen Angel sent to Earth. He told me that he went to them and told them that he wanted me, that it was his idea to come here and convert me in the first place.”
“Well, the power thing is true. If he had more than 3/10 of his power, then he’d kill you.” Coco sighed. “And the Genesis thing is the actual big trophy that he’s after. I mean, no one in their right mind would come to Earth to try and convert you. It is well-known that converting a Source would be a death sentence. Everyone wants to kill the Source, and the Demon stuck with the conversion is stuck with that Source until the end, which pretty much means death. That was why his Elders gave you to him. It’s because you’re his punishment. If he didn’t accept you, then he would have no chance of coming back to power. So he took the assignment begrudgingly, and now here he is, stuck in a world he looks down upon . . . with you.”
I felt like Eclipse had indirectly punched me in the gut and spat on my face. I had never felt more small and insignificant than I did sitting in that booth, soaking in Coco’s words. I ruminated over how Eclipse behaved around me, how seductive he was, and how caring he showed himself to be. 
It was all a lie. 
My stomach wrenched at the recollection of me foolishly calling him my first “real friend” in the world and me being so worried about him when he went into hibernation. 
I was so stupid. 
Of course he didn’t choose me. He was punished with me. He was only nice and patient with me because he needed me happy. He needed me to trust him and to grow attached to him so that when he asked for my soul, I would willingly give it to him. Only then could he return to power and get rid of me like the trash I was to him. 
I was never the one who was stuck with him . . .
He was stuck with me all along.
I closed my eyes, feeling my heart sink further down. I replayed Lyna’s words at the hospital. I had told her that weeks prior, I couldn’t wait to get rid of him. 
Her response to me was, “Funny, weeks ago, he said the same thing about you.” 
I disregarded it as meaning nothing, but I saw the truth now. Lyna was mocking me. She knew the truth the entire time. Then, I recalled Sloth and Tony. They knew as well. That was probably why they found it hilarious when I ran into their restaurant, literally begging them to help Eclipse. This must’ve been why Tony called me a fool when I called Eclipse my friend. 
Everyone knew but me. 
This whole time, I thought Eclipse cared about me, if only remotely. I assumed everyone else saw this too. But the truth was that everyone knew he was faking his affections towards me all along. 
Everyone knew he was punished with me except for me. 
Stupefaction exhausted me of the ability to form a coherent reaction.
I was just numb.
I felt like I had been caught naked in a stadium filled with people who had been watching me the entire time, finding entertainment in my stupidity. My chest tightened as a sickening humiliation swept over me. Lyna, Sloth, Tony, Phix, Coco . . . and Eclipse. 
Everyone had been laughing at me all along.
I was so embarrassed, so angry, and so overwhelmed with my emotions that I didn’t know what to do. 
And Coco was right there . . . like a sitting duck. 
My rage getting the best of me, I couldn’t help but take it all out on her.
Bam! 
 “Ahhh!” she shrieked after I punched her dead in the eye before taking off, my eyes threatening to spill out tears of shame. 
“Wait! Where are you going?!” Coco shouted as I took off. 
I could hear her frenzied footsteps chase after me. 
She was a fast runner, but I was faster and much more cunning. 
Once I was outside, I hid in the corner behind an alley. When I saw Coco run out of the restaurant, I ducked my head down behind the shadows. 
She looked from left to right, considering her options. By now, OinkOink had stirred from his sleep from all the movement. He poked his little furry head out of my bag. Just when he was about to bark in confusion, I placed an index finger before my lips as my way of telling him to be quiet. Blinking at me and being the good puppy that he was, he held in his bark. 
I turned back to Coco just in time to see her sprint in the opposite direction. 
After watching her disappear, I came out of hiding and dimly stared at the busy street around me. I had been on this block more times than I could count, but I had never felt more lost. 
I didn’t know where to go. 
My only sanctuary in this city was my apartment, and Eclipse was there. My lower lip trembled in humiliation. How could I go there when his presence would only remind me of my own stupidity? 
I let out a shaky breath.
I had to go somewhere Coco wouldn’t think to find me, somewhere that was safe enough for me to be alone. At once, the perfect place appeared in my mind. It was safe, close by, and unsuspecting. 
It was the perfect secret haven.



 
 
 
 
 
 
“You are finally here . . .”

19: Broken Pride
 
The student lounge was packed when I arrived.
I pitifully sat myself on an open couch while munching on chips and watching whatever was on TV. The truth was that I really wasn’t paying attention to what I was doing. All I could think about was Eclipse. I mulled over our entire relationship, how much he had lied to me, and how stupid I felt to have fallen for his deception. I had always prided myself on my intelligence, for my ability to see people’s true colors. Leave it to a Demon to make me feel like the biggest chump in the world. 
“Hi Grace.”
My traffic of thoughts skidded to a halt at the greeting. A surprised smile illuminated my lips when I was faced with Shin.
“Hi . . . Hi Shin,” I uttered, rousing out of my pathetic thoughts about Eclipse. I forced an even bigger smile to appear on my face as I returned his greeting. I didn’t want to appear miserable in front of him.
Shin returned my smile with a radiant one of his own. Tonight, he was wearing a crème-colored jacket and black pants that made him look more polished than I had ever seen him. His shoulder length hair was tied up in his signature half-ponytail. There was a calming aura to him that made me feel at ease. If there was anyone that I would tolerate disrupting my time alone, it was him.
He motioned to a group of four guys playing pool across the room. “I was hanging out with the guys, and I saw you. I just wanted to stop by and say hi.” His dark brown eyes appraised my sullen demeanor. Like the thoughtful person he was, he kindly tilted his head at me and asked, “Tough night?”
I gave an awkward laugh, finding it unnecessary to insult his intelligence by lying to him. “You could say that.”
He nodded in understanding. He looked at me and then to his friends again. “Would you like to come hang out with us? You know, to take your mind off of it? The guys and I are experts in helping girls forget about their problems.”
I laughed softly at the light sense of humor he injected into his offer. “That’s really nice of you, but I think I’ll stay here. You know, to sulk by myself.” 
Shin grinned. Instead of leaving me to sulk by myself, he took a seat on the couch across from mine. He placed his soda on the coffee table between us. “Troubles with your boyfriend?”
“I don’t have a boyfriend,” I said honestly. I had never once considered Eclipse to be my boyfriend, and I never would. This was not “boy” trouble—this was a Demon problem.
“I see,” Shin replied. “It’s just complicated?”
I bobbed my head absently, feeling bad that he was keeping me company because he felt sorry for me. I considered thanking him for his concerns and urging him to leave, but Shin didn’t strike me as the type of person who would leave when someone needed his help. So placing my own bitterness for Eclipse aside, I did my best to be social for someone who was kind enough to keep me company. 
“Do you come here often?”
“Yeah,” he confirmed warmly. “When the guys and I don’t feel like doing school work, we come here and chill the night away.” He chuckled, shaking his head at me. “A pretty girl like you shouldn’t be sitting here by yourself. It gives creeps the opportunity to hit on you.”
Amusement laced my voice. “I’m lucky that you’re here instead of one of those opportunistic guys who are looking to bed me.”
“I don’t know.” A teasing grin quirked his lips. “Perhaps I am one of those horndogs who is looking to sweet-talk you. I’m not exactly known for being the angelic type anyway.” 
I laughed. I agreed that in terms of outward appearances, he didn’t appear like he would be the angelic type. Then again, Shin had proven me wrong time and time again. He was just so kind, polite, and nice to be around; he definitely didn’t appear to be the bad boy player that he personified. 
“So what has gotten you down in the dumps, Grace?” he inquired, leaning forward with his elbows resting on his knees. 
“I feel very lost right now and I don’t know what has become of my life,” I shared hazily, drinking my soda. I smiled cynically and leaned back in my seat. It couldn’t hurt to vent to him, if only minutely. “Not something you want to hear when you want to chill the night away, huh, Shin?”
“We all go through our phases,” he assured, never once making me feel like a burden to be around. “I’ve had days like that where I feel so lost that I don’t know what has become of my life.”
I inclined my head at him, struck by this admission. “You don’t seem like the type.”
“Appearances can be deceiving,” he replied, and I bobbed my head in agreement. “I know I seem like the type who doesn’t give a damn, but I have my days. The thing about being lost is that when you are found again, it’s the best feeling in the world—to wake up with a purpose rather than uncertainty.”
“How’d you become so enlightened?” I asked unthinkingly. Curiosity glowed in my eyes. With every passing second, Shin appeared more interesting and more mysterious to me. 
“My part-time job,” he answered, pride present in the nuance of his voice. “In my free time, I work with my church.” His eyes lit up. “Let me tell you. If you should ever feel lost, all you have to do is turn to your church for advice and everything is put into perspective for you. Helping those who are less fortunate than you is one of the better purposes a college student could ask for.”
“Church?” I blurted, surprised.
He grinned, leaning back in his seat. He folded his arms over his chest with a playful look. “I don’t look like the religious type?”
I shook my head honestly. “But as of late, I’ve come to find that no one is as they appear.”
The expression on his face flickered enigmatically. “Well, I’m no saint so don’t throw me on your non-threatening list as of yet.”
I laughed quietly at his joking words. 
Once my laughter died down, he regarded me seriously and said, “What happened, Grace? I’m not here to share my religious values or life story with you. You look like you need someone to vent to and I want to offer that type of solace.” He shrugged, grinning coyly to himself. “If you haven’t guessed, I like butting into people’s business and helping if I can.”
“You make it your own personal mission to be my Guardian Angel?” I joked lightly, remembering how he stood up for Sony and me at the grocery store. 
Sony, a seven-year-old boy from a shelter I volunteered at, had dropped a pumpkin on someone’s foot. Instead of being understanding and gracious, the man decided to curse Sony out. While I was too spineless to stand up for Sony, Shin, who was a stranger at the time, was kind enough to defend us. I would never forget how incredible he was to me in my time of need.
“There’s something about you that draws me in,” he admitted, and I felt my heart flutter at his words. His shoulders rose into a shrug. “I’m very curious about you and”—he laughed—“I guess I like to play my part. Every guy jumps at the chance to be a beautiful girl’s knight in shining armor, and I couldn’t miss the chance with you.”
The fluttering of my heart increased with his last words. He called me beautiful. Despite our few interactions, Shin and I had always had a very flirtatious relationship. If I weren’t currently mind-fucked by a manipulative Demon, then I would’ve engaged in some unabashed flirting with Shin. Unfortunately, Eclipse, even when he wasn’t around, still had a strong presence in my life. I was too pissed off at him to even effectively flirt with Shin.
I was saved from having to respond to the last of Shin’s words when he glanced at my wrist. His brows drew down in intrigue. “Those are interesting looking bracelets. There are no clasps for them?”
My eyes trailed after his gaze. On my wrist sat the seven gold bangles that were glowing under the lounge lighting. I raised my eyes to meet his and shook my head in response. 
Shin laughed with incredulity. “How on earth do you take them off then?”
“I’ve been wearing them for as long as I could remember. I’ve never taken them off.”
His dark brown eyes enlarged. “It doesn’t annoy you that you can’t take them off when you want to?”
“Oh no,” I replied, mindlessly playing with my bangles now that he had brought my attention to them. “I’ve grown up with them, so I don’t even notice that I’m wearing them sometimes.” I fondly grazed my fingers over my bangles. “They’ve become like another layer of skin for me. I only notice them when other people point them out.”
An amused chuckle poured from him. “It happens often?”
I nodded, thinking back to all the times where people would gush or ask questions about the jewelry on my wrist. “Girls always compliment them, asking me where I got them, and guys, who are usually looking to hit on me, ask about them as their opening line to get me to be comfortable with them.”
At my comment about the guys who hit on me, Shin guided the conversation right back to why he sat down in the first place. “How did this guy screw up, Grace?”
I bit my lips, initially hesitant with confiding in him. But then, after feeling all these emotions bubble within me, I had to release them. I needed someone to vent to and Shin seemed like the perfect candidate. He was understanding, he was attentive, and even if I didn’t know him that well, I felt that he was also trustworthy. 
“I found out that he’s been using me and I was too stupid to see it,” I revealed in one breath. “It all makes sense now. A part of me suspected this in the beginning, but like I said, I was too stupid to see it.”
“How did you find out?”
“Someone else.”
He crumpled his face in empathy. “That’s possibly one of the worst ways to find out. Have you at least confronted him about it?”
“No,” I answered before quickly adding, “I want to make it clear that this guy is not my boyfriend. I just don’t like being used in any capacity.”
Shin smiled in approval. He loved the answer I gave him. “You deserve better than him.”
“Grrrr . . .”
From beside me, OinkOink growled irately at Shin. I had forgotten that the puppy was beside me all along. It’d make sense that the little ball of fluff would get defensive if someone were to talk badly about his beloved owner.
Shin chuckled, staring at OinkOink with an entertained smile. “I don’t think your puppy likes me very much.”
I smiled apologetically and then glared at OinkOink. Upon seeing the disapproval on my face, OinkOink stopped growling. Almost fearfully, he whimpered and behaved himself.
“Sorry about that,” I said to Shin. “He’s usually a really friendly puppy. I think he’s tired. I’ve been running around with him all day.”
Shin nodded, showing no ill will towards the impolite puppy. “Of course.”
“There you are, you sneaky short girl!” shouted an annoyingly recognizable voice. 
I whipped my head around and spotted Coco walking into the student lounge. Phix was by her side, rushing over to me as well. 
“Ah, damn,” I moaned under my breath, not believing that the two baby Demons actually found me. 
They indignantly stomped over to us, claiming the attention of all the students around us. Phix and Coco’s eyes darted from me to Shin. Their stares on him were laced with venom.
“She’s spoken for, buddy,” Phix said territorially. 
Behind him, Coco added, “Yeah, so go check yourself.”
“Shut up,” I snarled at them before turning to Shin and giving him another apologetic smile. I was mortified that everyone around me was being so rude to him. “I’m really sorry about this, Shin.”
Shin merely ignored them and kept his gentle gaze on me. “It’s alright. I should get going anyway.” He got up, picked up his soda can, and warmly added, “If you ever need someone to talk to, I’ll be here, Grace.”
“Thank you for listening, Shin,” I said gratefully, standing up as well. “I appreciate it.”
“It was my pleasure.” He inclined his head and waved, walking back towards his friends. “Good night, Grace.”
“Look at him acting like he’s some Angel,” Coco gritted out to Phix as she stared after Shin. “He may be insanely cute, but we all know he just wants to get into Gracie’s pants.”
Angered by their sudden appearance, I flipped my attention back to the two Demons. With a growl under my breath, I roughly grabbed my bag and motioned for them to follow me out. I couldn’t risk them further making a scene at the student lounge. 
“I’m not going home,” I told them inflexibly after walking out with them. We were now stationed at the stairs outside the lounge. Below us were students meandering around the grounds, hanging out with friends as the cool wind swept past us. 
They exchanged exasperated looks before Phix cocked his head at Coco. “Leave first, Coco. Go watch his Dark Majesty. I’ll bring her home soon.”
Coco lifted a skeptical brow. “You sure you can handle her? Didn’t she beat you up the other day?”
“Didn’t she punch you a second ago?”
I had to hand it to Phix. He was quite possibly the only male alive who could deliver such a crass line to a woman and still appear naïve and innocent. There was a playful charm in his voice that made it difficult to be severely mad at him. 
Though this charm appeared to bear no effect on Coco, she listened to his command anyway. Before making her exit, she made sure to impart me with a glare. The deepening bruise on her left eye made her appear scarier than before. After effectively striking fear into my heart, she gunned down the stairs and disappeared. 
To be honest, I felt bad about punching her. Coco had been surprisingly cool—it was shady of me to sucker punch her like that. I made a mental note to buy her cookies as an apology.
“Gracie,” started Phix when it was just the two of us.
“I’m not going home,” I interrupted stubbornly, setting my heels in and refusing to move.
“Fine, fine.” He gestured his hand for me to follow him down the stairs. “Let’s just take a walk then.”
Seeing no harm in that, I nodded warily. I walked down the stairs with him as we started an impromptu late night stroll around campus. 
Ivy-covered brick buildings, lush gardens, and world-class statues ornamented my beautiful campus. All around, there was a lingering scent of rain in the air. The ground was still damp from the storm and the sky was seemingly preparing for another downpour. 
“Gracie,” Phix spoke up after a lengthy pause between us. Outwardly, he appeared composed, but I knew he was anxious for me to get back to the apartment. He was charged to watch over Eclipse and I, and because Coco was still considered a very young Demon, I knew he wanted to get back to my place so he could watch over all of us. 
“Coco told me the truth,” I interjected, plucking a yellow rose out of the dying rose garden that lined the pebbled walkway. I began to mindlessly pluck out the individual petals, the remains trailing after us like shadows.
“Yeah, she told me,” he responded with distracted amusement. He laughed to himself. “She came into the apartment freaking out. It took me a while to decipher that she was saying, ‘I accidentally told her that his Dark Majesty was punished with her and then the midget punched me!’” His chuckle grew louder as he lowered his eyes to me. “You have a thing for abusing me and Coco, don’t you?”
I wanted to smile, but I didn’t have the energy. Instead, I continued to pluck the petals off my rose, imagining that I was peeling off Eclipse’s skin. 
Phix smiled awkwardly, noting how distant I was being. 
“We got along pretty well before you found out I was a Demon,” he prompted innocently, staring at me with puppy-dog eyes.
I returned that look with a firm stare. “Was this before you fucked up and nearly got me killed or when you pretended to be an old man to gain my trust?”
Phix winced at the reminder of his failures. That awkward smile of his grew into a hopeful one. “What about the vending machine?” 
I remembered liking him a lot when I was interacting with him at the vending machine, but that felt like a lifetime ago. He had been charged to serve Eclipse, which meant that his true loyalty was with Eclipse. In the grand scheme of things, it also meant that he was against me. It didn’t help that he was well aware that Eclipse had been punished with me all along. I didn’t like Coco very much, but at least she told me the truth. 
Reading my thoughts, he quietly said, “I know that you’re probably mad at me because I didn’t tell you about his Dark Majesty’s dilemma, but it wasn’t my place to do so. If you hadn’t noticed, I’ve been fucking up around him a lot lately.” He sighed when I didn’t bother to respond to him. He went back to the original topic to try and win me over, or at least get me to converse with him. “I really liked you too,” he told me, the hopeful smile never leaving his face. “At the vending machine, when we were talking . . . I thought you were very sweet and nice. I felt like I was talking to my little sister.” His shoulders rose offhandedly. “If I knew how it felt to have one, that is.”
“I’m not a nice person in real life,” I finally voiced, for some reason ticked off that he believed I was a “sweet and nice” girl. “That girl you met at the vending machine, her charisma and her sweetness doesn’t really exist. In real life, I’m just a sick and disturbed girl who likes to enjoy people’s miseries.”
“I beg to differ,” he respectfully countered. “I would say that you’re a lot feistier than you look, but that doesn’t mean that you’re not the girl I met at the vending machine. Your propensity towards the more sadist sentiments of life aside, I think that you’re a genuinely nice girl.”
“Were you human as well?” I suddenly asked when the curiosity struck me. He had been talking about me being a nice person when he was a really sweet person as well. He was such a nice guy that I couldn’t fathom that he was a Demon in disguise. “Like Coco? Before you became a Demon . . . were you human?”
“No,” he answered coolly. “I was never human.”
“You’re very good at acting like it.” 
I was amazed at how incredible he was at behaving like “one of us.” He seemed genuinely kinder than most humans I had met. 
“You have this innocent and charming persona that gets people to put their guard down,” I continued. “You seem really human.”
“Not all Demons are gung-ho on power and not all Demons hate humans, Gracie,” he enlightened. “Some of us are more evolved than others and some of us are really indifferent towards your existence. For the most part, I couldn’t care less if any of you live or die. I am not offended by your presence, nor am I obsessed with it.” He stretched his hand out in the “what-you-see-is-what-you-get” manner. “This is me; this is my personality. I’m not faking it.”
“So, what did Coco ask for?” I asked, gradually finding myself becoming comfortable around Phix, just like I was when I first “met” him at the vending machine. I wanted to take my mind off Eclipse. There was no better distraction than rifling for dirt on a certain glaring hyena who seemed unreservedly offended by my existence. “Was it just for fame and fortune?”
“Yeah,” Phix replied, grinning reminiscently when reminded of Coco. “Fame, fortune . . . and to be tall and skinny.”
I came to an abrupt halt, nearly tripping over his words. “Tall and skinny?”
He bounced his head like a bobbing figurine. “Yeah, she was really short when I first met her. Like your height and really overweight, like this big.” He extended his arms as widely as they could go. 
“Coco was a former short, fat girl?” I gasped, stunned by this new development. 
He beamed, recounting the memory of her in such a state. “Oh man, she was so cute. Her cheeks were really big and you could hardly see her glaring eyes when she looked at you. I accidentally called her a midget and she’s hated me ever since. When I was finally able to convince her to make the deal, she demanded that I not only make her rich and famous, but also skinny and tall.”
My mind was spiraling with confusion. I couldn’t believe that Coco and I had so much in common. I thought over how much she seemed to be annoyed with me and I couldn’t help but say, “Why does she hate on me if she was once short and overweight too?”
He shrugged again. “Probably because you remind her of herself? People usually don’t like to be reminded of why they were once so miserable.”
I nodded dimly, understanding what he was saying. 
“Gracie,” Phix said tensely, steering the conversation back to more pressing matters. 
We had been on enough tangents tonight. As easygoing as he was, Phix still took his duties seriously. 
“I know you’re angry—and you have every right to be—but it’s not safe for you to be outside alone. I’ve left his Dark Majesty alone, and if anything comes after him, he won’t be able to defend himself. I know you’re upset, but you can’t change the circumstance you’re in. Can you just come home with me so I can keep you both safe?”
“No,” I retorted, getting absurdly angrier at the mention of Eclipse. It was childish of me to behave like this, but I truly had no handle on my emotions. I was too infuriated. “I hope he won’t be able to defend himself and dies.”
Phix gave me a knowing look. “I know you don’t mean that, Gracie.”
I didn’t, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. I was about to loiter around campus for a while longer when a thought materialized in my head. I turned to Phix as I plucked off the last yellow petal from the rose. 
“He can’t defend himself, right?”
Wariness treaded on his face when he noticed the vicious glint in my eyes. Phix hesitantly shook his head while from inside my bag, I could see OinkOink stare up at me in fear. 
I got the answer I wanted. 
Without forewarning, I threw my bag at his chest. “Let’s go back then.”
The confusion on Phix’s face graduated into mystification. Even OinkOink’s whimpering had become louder. 
“Gracie, what are you planning to do to him—?”
Phix had begun to speak, but I couldn’t hear the rest of his words because I was already running back to the apartment. I had never ran so fast in my life. Before I knew it, I was already barging into the apartment without warning. 
Coco was watching Tears of the Rainbow when she got up from the living room sofa. She uneasily watched as I sped towards the counter to grab a jar of salt. Just then, Phix came running in with my bag. His eyes shot open when he saw that I had salt in my possession. Before the Demons could stop me, I had already ran into the hall and poured a line of salt to separate the hallway from the living room—basically preventing them from coming into my room. I threw the empty jar on the floor and advanced towards the bedroom. 
“Oh crap, Gracie!” Phix shouted while OinkOink barked fearfully from my bag. “What are you planning to do—?”
Boom!
I slammed the bedroom door with all my might, instantly drowning their screams into an ocean of indistinct mumbles. Chest rising and falling rapidly, I leaned my forehead against the door for a full second before I averted my gaze to the one who had caused me so much grief tonight. 
Lying flat on his stomach with the white comforter clinging loosely to his bare back, Eclipse couldn’t have looked more at peace with himself. He resembled a beautiful Angel taking a nap.
Anger saturated my eyes when I recalled what I learned today.
He had lied to me.
The two-faced bastard had been lying to me this entire time.
I reflected upon all the embarrassment I felt tonight and I couldn’t control myself.
I was livid and I wanted Eclipse to pay for it.
As my insides rioted with a need for revenge, I seized a pillow and violently threw it at him. I watched as it hit his head and bounced off the bed. Not feeling the least bit satisfied, I grabbed another pillow that was bigger than the last and started hitting him with it. 
Whack!
“You bastard!” 
Whack!
 “You miserable bastard!”
Whack!
I couldn’t stop myself from hitting him as shame plagued me. I was so lost in my fury that there was a point where I was tempted to kill him by smothering him with the pillow. I found myself not having the heart to do it. And because I didn’t kill him, I kept hitting him again and again because it was the only way I could deal with my emotions. 
The entire time as I hit him, he didn’t react once. He continued to blissfully sleep, utterly unaware of the fact that I hated him more than anything in the world. 
“You must really think I’m a fool, don’t you?” I whispered to his sleeping figure, my heart racing beyond limits.
In exhaustion, I felt my body slump to the sofa, the pillow still clutched in my hand. I shook my head, feeling my stomach twist in revulsion as I stared at him. My arms hurt from hitting him and I still wasn’t satisfied. If anything, I felt worse than I did before . . . and I didn’t understand why.
I clutched a shaking hand over my chest, where my heart laid. What is this feeling? What was this foreign emotion that was eating me up? I’ve had my pride hurt in the past and it was one of the most awful things I had experienced, but this pain felt different. It was a million times worse. 
It felt like my heart was hurting, like it was breaking.
I remembered how grateful I was when he woke up from his coma—that someone I cared about was safe and healthy again. It was crushing to realize that one of my purest and most humane acts was wasted on a Demon who didn’t want to be here with me in the first place. I knew that he didn’t love me, but I thought he at least cared about me. I thought we were friends, but all of that was a lie. 
I was worthless to him. 
I was nothing but a worthless human to him.
“You were punished with me?” I finally voiced out to him, my lips quivering. Hearing myself articulate these hollow words made me feel worse, but I kept going because it was the only way to let this off my constricted chest. “You were sent to me because you had been punished with me? This whole time, I thought I was stuck with you, but it’s actually the other way around, isn’t it? It was you who was stuck with me.”
I truly thought that, despite all the doubt I had about him, I had found my first friend in the world. Someone I cared about and someone who cared about me. 
It was illogical to consider a Demon your friend, and even though I knew better, I fought logicality and embraced the impossible. I realized now how stupid I was. He took care of me because he was responsible for me. He made me think he was attracted to me because he wanted to seduce my soul away from me. 
I scoffed inwardly. 
The truth couldn’t have been clearer. 
Eclipse wasn’t my friend. 
He was my gatekeeper—the one who was cursed with me.
“I ran around like an idiot for you, trying to find someone to help you. I even made a deal with another Demon and had to beg your brothers for help. And all for what? For someone as manipulative as you?” I laughed dryly to myself. “You must’ve had a blast . . . being entertained by my stupidity. Now I know why you look down on humans so much, because you had one beside you who was the dumbest of them all.” 
My lower lip quivered uncontrollably as I continued to sit there, drowning in my thoughts. 
“I wish I never hugged you that night,” I went on, my voice shaking. The emotions inundating me were more than I could bear. “I wish I never called you my friend and I wish I wasn’t stupid enough to believe that I was special to you.”
In a world where he saw so many insignificant creatures, I thought I was significant—the exception. 
But I saw the truth now. 
I was simply the trash he was stuck with; the trash he had to carry around with him during his punishment on earth.
This is what I get, I thought regretfully. This is what I get for going against the bylaws of nature and trusting a Demon.

“I hate you, you manipulative bastard,” I whispered to him as my final thought for that awful, embarrassing, and eye-opening night. “I hate you so much.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
“Who’s there?”

20: Attack on Heaven
 
“What did I do to deserve this?” I asked several days later, sitting at a noodle stand with Coco seated across from me.  
After I came out of my room and kicked away the line of salt, Phix and Coco barreled past the door, accusing me of killing their Dark Majesty and screaming that they would never forgive me if they couldn’t resurrect him. When they discovered that Eclipse was still breathing, they forgave me for scaring the “motherfucking hell” out of them. Since then, as Eclipse was still in recuperation mode, Phix and Coco had been taking turns watching us. 
Phix watched me in the afternoon, picking me up from school while Coco took over the evening shift. Tonight, she was keeping me company as we ate noodles in the rainy night.
“You killed your entire family when you were a baby midget,” Coco reminded flatly. 
Yes, leave it to Coco to do everything in her power to make me more miserable than I already was. 
I fixed Coco with a pointed glare. Clearly recalling that I could easily hit her again, her healing black eye twitched and she immediately changed the subject. 
“What are you going to do?” she asked, drinking her soju as rain poured over the red tent.
“Once he wakes up, I’m kicking his ass out to the curb.”
“Haven’t you tried to do that already?” she inquired critically, causing my bubble to deflate. 
Over the course of the week, I had vented to her and Phix about how I shouldn’t have trusted Eclipse—that I should’ve trusted my instincts when I tried to vanquish him those first couple of days we met. It served me right to be such a big mouth, especially to a Demon. 
I nodded sagely, agreeing with her point. Eclipse was one frigging hard Demon to get rid of. Unless he voluntarily left me, there was nothing I could do to get rid of him myself. I wrinkled my nose, considering my options before I caught Coco’s eyes. An idea bloomed in my mind. 
Almost too cunningly, I said, “Help me get rid of him.”
“What?!” she screeched out, causing everyone to turn around to stare at us. She ignored all the stares and continued to gawk at me like I was a deranged lunatic. “Are you out of your mind? I’m not going to help you get rid of him!”
“Come on, help me,” I coaxed gently, trying to be friendly and charming. “Please?” I paused meaningfully and added, “I’ll give you cookies.”
Coco’s brows fell into a scowl. “Bribing me with cookies when Phix already told you that I’m a former fatty like you?” She shook her head. “You are so much more evil than you look.” She sighed when my glare settled upon her. “Why would you want to get rid of him?” she remarked instead. “Don’t you know how lucky you are to even be around him? From what Phix told me, no girl has ever been around him for this long. You should feel lucky to have his attention like this.”
“Oh yeah,” I retorted sarcastically. “I’m so lucky to be the trashcan your Prince got dumped into.”
Coco winced at the venom and truth behind my words. When she didn’t say anything to contest that, I looked down at my food and said, “I’m running low on money. Since you’ve been eating my food at home, can you pay for dinner tonight?”
Although she shot me a disgruntled look, she nodded. “I’ll just take money from someone else and we’ll be good.”
I froze, thunderstruck by her words. “Wait, what?”
She furrowed her brows. “What?”
The alarm didn’t dissolve from my eyes. If anything, it heightened with outrage. “Take money from who?”
She scrutinized me for a long minute, dumbfounded by my ignorance. “What? You think money grows on trees? We Demons aren’t rich. We have to take money from somewhere.”
I gasped. “You don’t just create money?”
“No, we take it from someone else in the world.” She laughed. “When Demons tempt you and say they could give you all the money in the world, it’s a literal meaning. They literally have to take it from someone else.”
I reflected on all those times Eclipse spoiled Sanctuary with his money and the uncomfortable feeling it gave me. Now it made sense why I possessed those uneasy feelings. It was because, deep inside, I knew he had been stealing all along! 
Coco gave me a funny look. “His Dark Majesty never told you?”
“Add that to the list of things he omits.” I scoffed. In addition to being an asshole, Eclipse was also a felon. Discovering his shadiness only added fuel to the animosity I had towards Eclipse. It was more imperative that I kicked his ass to the curb now. “Forget it. I’ll pay.” I looked at Coco once I dumped the money on the table. “Will you help me get rid of him or should I punch you again?”
She glowered at me, her bruised eye twitching in resentment. 
“Hey guys!” Phix’s overly cheery voice interrupted. From my peripheral vision, I could see Phix running towards us with a big smile on his face. 
“Hey Creator,” Coco unenthusiastically greeted, still giving me the stink eye. “Gracie here is threatening to punch me again. Can I hit her back if she does?” 
“Not unless you want her Guardian Demon to burn you alive,” Phix answered worriedly, not realizing that Coco was joking. He was sometimes too naïve. It would’ve been adorable if I weren’t so bitter with my life.
“What are you so cheery about anyway?” Coco asked drearily, grabbing some beef from my noodles with her chopsticks and sticking it into her own bowl.
If it were even possible, Phix’s smile grew wider. “His Dark Majesty just woke up.” 
I went still. The once dormant nerves in my body stirred to life at this announcement. Even though a small part of me was happy to hear this news, the other part of me remained furious with him. In addition to that, I was also caught off guard. I had been so angry with him that I hadn’t even anticipated what I’d do once he was awake. 
I chewed on my lower lip, doing my best to not display any reaction. I pretended to ignore Phix and went back to eating my noodles, even though I couldn’t taste anything. 
My only thought was that Eclipse was awake. 
He was finally awake. 
“Gracie?” Phix breathed out in anticipation. The idiot was truly oblivious to the fact that I was still pissed at Eclipse. “Did you hear me? Did you hear the good news?”
Where was this fool when I dramatically lined the hall with salt and went into the room to beat up his Dark Majesty? I couldn’t fathom the kid not understanding that I did hear him. I just wasn’t cheery with his news.
“I don’t care,” I said dismissively, loudly slurping my noodles. 
“Not even a little bit?” asked a familiar voice that had my heart stopping mid-beat.
Someone stepped close to me. The recognizable enticement of his one-of-a-kind cologne engulfed my senses. As always, the tent that was once filled with fellow restaurant patrons was now filled to capacity with his powerful aura. A chair was pulled out from beside me. The heat from his body jumped into the air and swam over to me as he sat down. Even though I didn’t want to, my eyes seemed to have a mind of their own, and instead of ignoring him, my gaze wandered upwards.
My pulse quickened when our eyes locked.
A week had passed since he’d been in his weakened state and Eclipse was back to looking like his usual perfect, breathtaking, and damningly beautiful self. 
He was dressed in another one of his impeccable black suits with a red silk tie, and there was not an inch on him that indicated he had been sick. His face glowed, his body radiated power, and his eyes were filled with vitality. He looked exactly like the Demon I met that night I was walking home, like he was the most stunning thing in creation. 
He flashed me one of his striking smiles, and if I weren’t so pissed and didn’t hate him so much, then I would’ve melted before him. Damn God for allowing one of Lucifer’s sons to be so attractive when he did such awful things. And damn me for being so shallow as to notice such superficial things. 
This is the bastard who made you look like a fool, I harshly reminded myself. 
He wasn’t beautiful. He was despicable.
Taking solace in my hatred for him, I made sure to impart him with a malicious glare before I returned my attention to my food. It was a mistake on my part to look at him. It was harder to face the person who humiliated you than to yell at him while he was unconscious. I felt even more stupid now that he was awake.
“I’ve been looking for you, Teacup,” he went on softly, the enticing lilt waltzing in every part of his smooth voice. He permitted a moment of peace to envelope us before I saw him look at Coco and Phix from the corner of my eye. He turned back to me, his voice knowing. “I hear that you’re upset with me.”
I should’ve known that Phix had updated Eclipse on everything that happened while he was asleep. 
From the way he said those words, I suspected that Eclipse was very well aware of why I was furious with him. 
“Your Dark Majesty,” Coco started, her voice smaller than ever. She knew she was in big trouble. Even Phix, who was usually so easygoing, looked worried for her. “This is all my fault. I had too much to drink and I was being really stupid. I’m really, really sorry—” 
“Thank you for helping to take care of her when I couldn’t, Coco,” he replied genially to Coco, who was looking relieved and surprised with Eclipse’s calmness. “Your apology is not necessary. This is all my fault and I’ll make my amends with her now.”
I was glad that he didn’t punish or berate Coco. I would’ve stopped him if he even made a move to, but I was happy that he decided himself that it wasn’t her fault. The only person he should be mad at was himself.
He regarded both of them while I continued to ignore him. “If you two don’t mind, I’d like to spend some private time with her.”
Coco and Phix nodded, flashed me an encouraging look, and left promptly thereafter.
“Gracie,” Eclipse began delicately, moving closer to me once the other two were gone. 
“Oh, don’t sit too close to me,” I finally quipped, shifting my chair further away from his. “I don’t want another storm to hit because you’re pissed off at the fact that you’re stuck with me.”
Though he appeared affected by the toxicity of my words, Eclipse kept his cool façade. 
“How about we take a walk, Gracie?” he offered instead. “Let’s go somewhere more private where we can talk. Let me explain myself.”
“Go to Hell,” I snapped at him, and he nodded complacently. 
There was a somber demeanor to him that obscured his typical easygoing personality. “If you really want me to leave after our conversation is over, then I will.”
My eyes widened when he said exactly what I wanted to hear. I could never get Eclipse to leave by force, but if he voluntarily left, then he would be gone from my life forever. My heart raced. I didn’t know if it was from excitement or dread. 
“You mean it?”
He nodded again, his eyes sincere. “Please come with me and let me explain myself. If you still want me to go, then I will. I will leave you and I won’t bother you again.”
I didn’t hesitate to take him up on his offer. I needed to confront him, to get closure anyway. At least with this deal, I could kill two birds with one stone. 
“Let’s go then,” I said, getting up from my seat.
His lips curled faintly at the impatience I was exuding. He got up with me, pulled an umbrella over us, and began walking beside me as we stepped out from the noodle stand and onto the streets. 
“Where are we going?” I asked when we reached a quiet part of the street.
Under the umbrella, while his luminous brown eyes glowed under the streetlights, he extended his hand out to me. 
I smirked wryly, knowing what this gesture meant. He wanted to teleport me somewhere with him. “I see that you’ve gotten your full powers back.”
“Partially, yes.” He moved his hand closer, silently willing me to take it. His eyes were gentle but insistent. “Please, Gracie.”
Not wanting to prolong my time with him, I apprehensively took his hand and felt warm electricity glide through me from the simple exchange. 
My surroundings changed instantly.
 Instead of standing on the street, we were now on a familiar looking roof that overlooked the entire city. It was the building he took me to that night after the club—that night when I asked him if he was in love with me and he laughed at me for asking that question. Upon being reminded of this embarrassment, I ripped my hand from his grasp, stepped out from beneath his umbrella, and pulled away from him. 
As though his only reason for holding the umbrella was to protect me from the rain, he threw it onto the floor of the roof, not even giving it a second thought as the wind tumbled it around the roof for several seconds before it knocked the umbrella over the edge. 
“How have you been?”
“You lied to me,” I snapped at once. I would not tolerate useless pleasantries. I didn’t spend an entire week feeling like a fool and rehearsing this confrontational moment to have him charm his way out of it. I glared at him, my gaze scrutinizing everything that encompassed his existence. “You made me believe that you voluntarily came here for me when you were really punished with me.” I smirked at him as the drizzling rain continued to cloak over my head. “Did you have a good laugh, Eclipse? Did you have a good time making me look like a fool in front of your family and friends?”
“I didn’t lie,” he answered with controlled emotions. “Not exactly.”
Gusts of frozen air nipped at our skin, bringing with them the droplets of mist that absorbed our warmth.
“Don’t patronize me,” I said fiercely. The imploding rage in my body was enough to dislodge any cold chill that may have settled upon me. “You may look down on my species as a whole and you may think I’m the dumbest twit there is, but at least give me some credit.”
He sighed at the hostility I was catapulting his way. From the visible muscles tensing under his expensive suit, it appeared that he was equally frustrated. 
“I know you’re angry,” he stated coolly.
I snorted. Angry was too calm of a word. I was enraged.
“And you have every right to be,” he continued regretfully, moving closer to me, “but I didn’t lie to you.”
I folded my arms, slanting my head at him disbelievingly. “You’re telling me that Coco lied?”
“No, she didn’t lie either,” he responded, completely contradicting himself. He immediately went on when he saw that my patience was wearing thin. “My deal is to convert you, to own your soul, and take you back to Hell as a Demon. That was the punishment that my brothers gave me.”
“You said that your punishment was to find that Angel’s missing items and that I was your choice. You said that it was your choice to come to me when you made a deal with them.” 
I snorted again, my hatred for him compounding by the second. 
“Look,” I incited through gritted teeth, having no more tolerance for his lies. I didn’t bother to tell him that I was hurt because I had started to trust him as a friend. He didn’t deserve to know that he affected me like that. All that he needed to know was that I was livid with him. “I don’t give a flying fuck if you’re punished with me. I don’t care if you’re stuck with me and I don’t care if you couldn’t care less about me, but don’t fucking play me for a fool.”
“I chose you,” he reiterated again. “I’m here because I want to be here. I’m not stuck with you.”
I feigned an understanding face. “Ah, so now you’re saying that you’re stuck with the other punishment?”
He shook his head. “No, I want to find Genesis’ missing items as well.” 
I expelled a dry laugh. I couldn’t believe this shit-show. The bastard lied so much that he couldn’t even keep track of his own tales anymore.
“Gracie,” he said desperately, “I know how bad this looks, but I can’t be anymore specific. I can’t explain myself any further because there are some things that you can’t know yet—” 
“Stop. Just stop,” I interrupted with exasperation. “You are digging yourself into a deeper and deeper grave.” I regarded him with scorn, my stern eyes challenging him to contest what I was about to sum up. “You were punished with me. That was why Sloth asked why you didn’t attempt to scare me into submission . . . because he didn’t understand why you were being nice to me. That was why Tony appeared so amused with me when I went to him to help you, because he knew all along that you despised being with me. I was the dumpster that you were flung into, the garbage that you have to lug with you so you can regain your throne.” 
I took a moment to gather my wits before adding, “It’s over, Eclipse. Stop trying to get back on my good side. I know the truth now. I know that you’re nothing but a manipulative bastard. Spare me your acting skills and fess up to it so I can move on with my life.”
I stood there, watching as he stared at me in silence. I could see that he was troubled, like he didn’t know what to do with me. It was palpable that he had never been in this type of situation. He never had to answer to anyone before.
“Cat got your tongue?” I incited, becoming angrier at his lack of response. When his silence persisted, the fury inside me worsened. I had enough of this. “Then, I’ve heard what you had to say and my response to that is: Go to Hell and never come back.”
Done with his bullshit, I was prepared to make my exit when Eclipse pulled me back to him. Something akin to a transparent veil appeared over us like a dome. Although it did not shield us from the rain, I knew that it shielded our voices from the rest of the world. 
“I went to my elder brother—Wrath,” he began quickly, staring into my eyes. The rain, as well as the beating of my heart, picked up as he spoke. “After I became a Fallen Demon, I went to his Kingdom and told him that to rectify my mistake, I would voluntarily make it up by converting a known Source. In addition to doing that, I also promised that I would search for Genesis’ elusive missing items.” 
My attentive silence told him to go on. 
“I wanted to atone for my sins, but I told Wrath that the rest of my brothers would not let me go to Earth unless they felt that I was being punished. So I asked him to help me. In order for me to come to the human world, I told him that it must be believed that I would be punished with one thing before I could volunteer for the other. If I volunteered for both assignments, then we both knew that the rest of my brothers would never agree. But if we lied and said I was punished with one duty, then I would be free to come here. Wrath, even though he wasn’t fond of me, decided to help me because he knew it would benefit the monarchy if I were to succeed in either mission. Not to mention, the deal would be even sweeter if I didn’t succeed. It would be entertaining for him either way. Naturally, he couldn’t pass up such a momentous deal.” 
The sprinkling rain around us picked up, inundating us like a haze. 
“So he helped me and kept this secret between us. When I went to the rest of my brothers and volunteered to find the missing items, Wrath had already injected into their heads that as my punishment, I should also be forced to convert a Source. To make them believe that I was angry about being ‘punished’ with having to convert you, I faked my anger and allowed the storms to come so they’d believe I was miserable.” He sighed, his eyes gazing intently into mine. “You are not my punishment and you are most certainly not garbage to me. I already knew that I wanted to be here when I waged war against the monarchy.”
My eyes bulged as my heart slowed its beats at his simple, yet powerful, words. A flood of realization rammed into the fortress in my mind, trying to spill its knowledge over me. 
In a trance, I weighed the implication behind his admission to me.
“Wait a second. You . . . it – it was your plan to become a Fallen Demon?” I gaped at him, finding it immensely difficult to digest what I had just learned. “You waged a war and failed on purpose to be here?”
He nodded solemnly, his grave expression conveying that this was the secret that he couldn’t initially share with me. 
“My brothers would never let me come to the human world unless they believed it was a last resort. For a Dark Majesty to leave his throne to convert a Source and search for Genesis’ missing items, it would have been too popularized, especially for someone of my stature. There would be too many obstacles.”
“But if you were ‘imprisoned’ in your Kingdom, then no one would be suspicious,” I finished for him, the wheels of my mind spinning at the insinuation of his words. “The likelihood of anyone attempting to assassinate you or obstructing your goal is reduced because the majority would not know that you are here. And for the ones who do know, it was their decision to let you come here in the first place. So even if they changed their minds, they couldn’t turn back on the deal they made. They have to allow you to stay up here until the deal is completed one way or another.”
As he nodded, my swirling mind pressed on.
“Why me?” I then asked, knowing that he had yet to reveal everything. “Why are you really here with me?”
Eclipse averted his eyes, and when it appeared that he had gathered whatever nerves he had to summon, he slowly revealed, “As a Fallen Demon, none of my Arch-Demons are allowed up here with me. I figured if I converted you, then you could help me find the items. In my mind, I saw it as killing two birds with one stone. I would get a soldier and I would get what the rest of the world wanted: Genesis’ missing items.”
I shook my head. Something prodded me in the back of my mind and I didn’t hesitate to vocalize it. 
“Tell me, Eclipse. If I were to become a Demon, I would become one of the most powerful Demons in Hell, correct?”
“Yes.”
“Then what will happen to you?”
He didn’t say anything, but I knew this was where I got him. I knew Eclipse. He did not seek out soldiers; he sought out weapons of mass destruction.
“You own the soul of one of the most powerful Demons in existence,” I pressed, wanting him to admit it. “What would happen to you?”
“As a result, I would become the most powerful Demon in existence,” he finally answered. “If an extremely powerful Demon were to convert you, then their powers would be heightened unimaginably. However, if a Royal Demon were to convert you, then the Royal Demon’s powers would be limitless because we have our father’s blood pumping through us.” 
He swallowed tightly. 
“I had planned on getting out of the deal when I returned to Hell with you. The deal with my Elders was to bring you back so you’d serve the monarchy in Hell, but it didn’t specify which monarchy you’d serve.”
I smirked caustically at the loophole he found. 
“And when you bring forth the real war against your father’s monarchy, your brothers will have no chance against you.” 
I laughed dryly, never realizing how strategic Eclipse was until now. My revulsion for him aside, I couldn’t help but be in awe of someone so sadistic and manipulative. 
“I have to hand it to you, Eclipse. You are far more cutthroat than I ever could have imagined. You have thought this through brilliantly. From bringing forth a war that you knew would fail, to pretending that you were desperate and taking on their ‘deal,’ and finally lying to your own brothers and allowing them to send you here—basically signing their own death certificates.” A hollow laugh escaped from me. I was certainly in for a rude awakening tonight. Eclipse was more of a heartless bastard than I had ever given him credit for. “You are truly the spawn of Satan.”
“I can’t change the fact that I came here with a purpose,” he resumed, noting the aversion I had for him. “I’ve told you once before that I’m a Demon and that my intentions are not always the purest. I warned you from the very beginning about what I am. I am manipulative, I am a liar, and I am cutthroat—this is what I am. This is what nature made me out to be.”
“Oh, don’t worry. After tonight, I will never forget that you’re a coldblooded Demon who only thinks about himself.” I let out a strained breath, having enough of this conversation. I didn’t want to be around him any longer. “Are these all your explanations? Because I’ve listened to them and to be perfectly honest, I think I’m more turned off by you than I already was—”
His next statement stopped my words dead in their tracks. 
“One of the reasons why I’m here is because I need to set a loved one free.”
My whole world shifted on its axis.
I paused, looking at him as wind billowed past us. It took me several long minutes, where I was blinking rain off my eyelashes, before I was able to pull myself out of my stupefaction. I did not expect to hear this admission from him. 
He was here . . . to set a loved one free?
“Your father?” I uttered, staring at him in shock.
He shook his head, and I felt the bewilderment within me escalate. “Who?”
“My eldest brother.”
My jaw nearly dropped to the ground. “Pride?”
He nodded solemnly.
I was struck by the enormity of his words. My voice dropped to a whisper. “Free him from what?”
“He is imprisoned in Heaven.”
If my mind wasn’t doing spins before, it was now. “How?”
“Angels,” he replied simply, his expression aggrieved. It seemed that he had never been this honest with anyone, and for an entity who had seen eternity, he seemed unable to sort out how uncomfortable this gesture made him. Nevertheless, to appease my growing disdain for him, he went on without filter. “They have him, and to break my brother out—to have enough strength to free him—I would have to be an extremely powerful Demon.” 
He swallowed roughly, taking a moment to stare out at the city vista. 
“The monarchy that my father created is in disarray—it is imploding. We do not have a cohesive hold on our own Kingdom. I need to bring order to my race and that can only be done in one of two ways: the first way is with my Elder’s return and the second way is if I become the sole monarch. My first priority is saving my brother, but if that doesn’t work, then I will become the sole monarch.” 
He inched closer to me, his eyes more poignant than I had ever seen them. 
“I didn’t tell anyone else because I do not want this to get out to the Angels. I also do not want this to get out to any other Demon who may want the monarchy as is: in mayhem. The only person I trust is myself.”
My mind could not stop reeling. “How long has your brother been in captivity?”
“Thousands of years now.” I could surmise from the tone in his voice that he hated that he couldn’t save his elder brother. “My brothers and I have done everything in our power to bring him back, but we are no match for the Angels. My brothers have given up, but I’m still determined to free him.”
And that was when everything started to make more sense to me. “That’s why you need to convert me and find Genesis’ missing items?”
He nodded. “I need to be a powerful Demon, much more powerful than I already was. If I convert you, then my chance of overpowering the established monarchy is almost guaranteed. And if I find the missing items, then there would be nothing standing in my way when I invade Heaven.” 
I gaped at him in disbelief, not even knowing what to say to him now. His previous words echoed in my convoluted mind. 
“The only person I trust is myself.”  
“Why are you telling me all of this?” I breathed out when I realized what was at stake for him. If I wanted to, I could tell one of his brothers and he would be done for. If they knew of his true plans, then he wouldn’t be able to convert me, much less find Genesis’ missing items. He would be sent back to Hell where he would be imprisoned for all eternity.
“As a token of faith,” he declared, his eyes surprised that he was confiding in me this much. “I wasn’t planning on telling you anything to this degree. No one with the exception of my brothers knows the truth about what happened to my eldest brother, and no one else knows the extensive reason of why I’m here—only you.”
I swallowed tightly. “Y-you think telling me all this will get you a get-out-of-jail-free card?” I asked, my voice shaking as I stared at him critically. Though deep down, I had already made my peace with him, outwardly, I didn’t want to appear so easily placated. “You have a track record of being a manipulator and a liar. Why should I believe anything you’ve told me?”
He smiled lightly, finding amusement in my combative words. For a moment, I saw adoration in his eyes. Knowing that he had more to prove, he seriously said, “My fate is now intertwined with yours, Teacup. You have the upper hand in this relationship. Like I said the other night, your soul is yours to keep. I’m not going to torture you or force you into giving it to me—I want you to give it to me of your own freewill.” He sighed and added, “And if I leave as your Guardian Demon, then another will take my place. They will not treat you with kid gloves.” He moved his finger through the strands of my hair, wiping the rain off my cheeks. “They will not be patient with you, nor will they have reservations with torturing you for your soul. They will hurt you, and quite frankly, I can’t have that. If there’s any reason I should stay, it’s to prevent some other manipulative and sadistic Demon from getting his hands on you.” 
His chocolate brown eyes intensely held mine. 
“But this is your decision now, Gracie. I didn’t come here with honorable intentions and I probably won’t leave with honorable intentions, but I’ve explained all that I could in terms of my reasons for being here. After all that you’ve heard tonight . . . do you still want me to go to Hell or do you want me here with you?” 
I turned away from him to stare at my surroundings, to think over my decision. In spite of his explanation, I was still furious with him—if only for the simple reason that he caused me so much grief these past few days. Regardless, I was also rational. After all the demonic things I had witnessed, Eclipse was definitely the lesser of all the evils. 
Actually, after listening to everything he had to say, he was probably the most evil one of all, but my only solace was that I was one of the ones he wanted to protect. Just like my reasoning on the bus, if it were Eclipse against the world, then I’d choose him. There was no contest. I also reasoned that I had leverage over him now. I knew his secrets, which meant that I truly had the upper hand in this relationship. He had told me more than I could ever anticipate—which I knew wasn’t easy for him—and that counted for something. 
“The only person I trust is myself.”
His previous words replayed in my mind, assuring me that for the time being, I was making the right decision.
“Fine,” I whispered, looking at him with a blank face. “You can stay.” As a smile took over his face, I sternly added, “But if you fuck up again, trust me when I say that I will kill you.”
Despite my threatening words, the smile on Eclipse’s face only grew wider. He was immensely relieved that he hadn’t been fired as my Guardian—that he could still be in my life. 
“You won’t regret this, Teacup.” When a full minute passed and I still hadn’t responded to him, he frowned and asked, “You’re still angry with me?”
I scoffed, tilting my head at him. “And why wouldn’t I be?”
He shrugged affably, exhibiting an extraordinary amount of patience. “Because I didn’t lie to you?”
“You omitted certain truths, which is basically another variation of lying.”
“I’m a Demon,” he amended coolly, “it is in my nature to be crafty with my words.”
“You made me feel like a fool,” I snapped, briefly closing my eyes in exhaustion. I let out another long exhale. “To be honest, I still feel like one. I can’t believe I’m letting you stay. This is like keeping a murderous lion with me and trusting that it won’t turn on me. I won’t have anyone to blame but myself if it happens.” I pinned him with a hard stare. “I still hate you.”
“Did you miss me?” he asked instead, causing me to fall silent. 
When I didn’t respond, he went on. 
“You missed me,” he pointed out, walking closer. His voice was light, rich, and filled with certainty. “You’re angry with me, but you couldn’t be happier to see me like this . . . alive and breathing again.” He smiled, framing my cheek with his hand. His thumb traced over the curves of my rain-kissed lips. “I’ve missed you too, Teacup,” he whispered, gazing at me like he would a rare gem. “More than I imagined I would.”
“You were asleep,” I countered softly, shifting my face from his touch. I stepped backwards to put some space between us. “How could you miss anything?”
“I was aware,” he persisted, taking a step forward to bring us closer together. 
“You know what? It’s getting late and I’m really cold,” I said dismissively, wanting to let things cool down. I had no more energy to deal with him. “Please take me home so I can do homework and sleep.” 
He nodded, seeing how antsy I was becoming. “As you wish, Gracie.”
He extended his hand palm up, and like it was natural for us to teleport from one dimension to the next, I set my hand atop his and allowed the physics of life to bend for us. In just a fraction of a second, we were back on the streets, in a dark corner beside the busy crowd. 
Once we were safely back on ground, I disentangled my hand from his. For what felt like the millionth time that night, he foiled my efforts to separate us. 
With the reflexive speed of a predator, yet the care of a man courting his lover, Eclipse cupped his hands over my face and brought my whole world to a standstill.
“I just woke up from being fatally ill,” he said in a hushed whisper, staring deeply into my eyes. For the first time that night, I placed my indignation aside and drowned in the pools of his mesmerizing eyes. “What I say now shouldn’t be mistaken as anything but an anomaly that will never take place again.” I opened my mouth to tell him to just let it go, but he went on quickly. “You can take it however you want, as a lie or as truth, but I’m just going to say it.”
I went quiet, the breath in my chest hilting in anticipation. 
“I came for you because you were a Source and because I am power-hungry and ruthless. But if it isn’t already apparent, I’m very distracted here.” 
He ran his fingers down my damp hair, his eyes searching my face. 
“I’ve grown very . . . attached to you. I’ve told you this before, but I’ll say it again: your soul is yours to keep and mine to have if you decide to give it to me. I’m a liar and a schemer, but I won’t con your soul away from you. If and when you decide to give it to me, it will be of your own freewill . . . because you want me to have it. I’m never going to steal it from you. I will screw over everything else and I will have no reservations about it, but you will be my exception.”
I smirked confusingly at the oddity of his words. I didn’t know what to make of what he said. It actually felt . . . human. 
“Another token of faith?” I asked uncertainly. 
“Just simple honesty.” 
“You must still be feeling sick.”
“I am,” he said jokingly, moving close to me as we immersed ourselves into the evening crowd. 
I met his eyes with a twinkle of laughter and cracked my first genuine smile of the night. 
“You must be so pissed that you had to tell me all of this.”
He smirked bitterly, his playful personality returning. “Leave it to the baby Demons to screw me over and force me to clean up their messes again. If I had it my way, I would never confide this much to you.”
“I know,” I replied. 
We may be of different species, but our predisposition was the same. We were both reserved, closed off, and used to only trusting ourselves. Honesty wasn’t our area of expertise. 
“I wouldn’t have told you this much if the situation was reversed,” I revealed, truly meaning it.
“I know,” he agreed softly, harboring no resentment for this truth. 
“So why did you tell me?” I bristled, genuinely curious of his motives.
He didn’t seem to know the answer to that question either. He took several seconds to deliberate before saying, “Because we’re friends.” After another thoughtful pause, he added, “And because it wasn’t in your nature to hug someone like you did the other night.” 
He smiled when I looked up at him in surprise. I didn’t anticipate him to catalog this anomaly of mine as something significant. When the hug happened, he acted like it meant nothing. I was surprised that he was bringing it up. 
Powerful shoulders rose into another shrug. “I figured that if you went against your nature and made me your exception, then it was only right that I did the same.” He chuckled. “Plus, I’m still trying to get you into bed. Having you pissed off at me doesn’t help my cause.”
I cracked another small smile because, despite how dramatic this entire situation was, I was glad that I got more of an explanation (and secrets) from Eclipse. He told a hell of a lot of truths tonight and in the bigger scheme of things, his truths tonight outweighed the lies he had told in the past. 
Now that we had bypassed one problematic episode, we still had the most important dilemma to concentrate on.
“What do we do about the missing piece of my soul?” I asked as we continued to walk down the rain-strewn sidewalk. 
It had been a while since we last spoke about it. With my birthday nearing, it was a priority that we find the stolen piece as soon as possible.
“I need a couple more days of rest.” 
When I gave him a look of disbelief, he added, “I’m fine now. Really. But I woke up earlier than expected. A good portion of my powers is renewed, but I’m not as strong as before. Give me a couple of days to allow my body to consolidate the rest of my powers. Once my full powers are back, we’ll get back to finding that missing part of your soul.” After his assurance, a grin of satisfaction came over his face. Much like a kid, he slyly asked, “We’re still friends, right?”
I shook my head. “I’ve disowned you as a friend. You’re lucky I’m even being civil with you.”
He faked a hurt face. We parted from each other momentarily when a crowd came through us, but reunited almost immediately. 
“You can’t disown me as a friend, Teacup,” he said dramatically. A coy expression outlined his face. “Especially not with what’s coming up this weekend.”
I shot him a skeptical look. “And what’s going on this weekend, Ashtray?” 
“Something very special,” he shared cryptically. He grinned when I gave him a “just-tell-me” look. At long last, he announced, “It’s my birthday.” 
“What?!” I screeched, stopping in my tracks. An old woman nearly crashed into me with her shopping bags because I stopped so abruptly. Unfazed that I was blocking the flow of pedestrian traffic, I peered up at Eclipse in shock. “Are you serious?”
He faked an adorable and bashful expression by tucking his hands into his pockets. By now, we had become fixtures on the sidewalk that people had to walk around. We were buried in the masses, but it truly felt like it was just us who existed in the world. 
“Why do you think my older brothers were so nice to me?”
I was dumbfounded. “Sloth gave you Phix, and Tony helped you get better as a birthday present?” 
Jesus, I thought it was something more of a biblical proportion. I would’ve never guessed that those were birthday gifts!
Eclipse nodded, grazing an affectionate finger over my rosy cheek. “You can’t disown a friend when their birthday is near. That’s against the rules, especially when my only friend in this world is you.” He laughed, undoubtedly knowing that he had me right where he wanted me. “You’re still my friend, right, Gracie?” 
I was stunned that I was being guilt-tripped into being a Demon’s friend because his birthday was near. Although I was thunderstruck that he would use this as a means to get back in my good graces, I had to give him credit. He was truly an unpredictable and smart creature. I may have been a sadist, but I was a people-pleaser beyond comprehension. If it was his birthday, then it was my responsibility to celebrate it. 
“I’m still mad at you,” I declared immaturely.
“As long as you’re still my friend.” He rewarded me with a beautiful smile before slyly tilting his head in warning. “In Hell, they make a big deal about my birthday. Since I’m away from home, I hope you make this birthday a memorable one for me.”
“Well, don’t expect too much,” I muttered, my mind already skimming over all the things I could do to make his birthday a fun one.
He chuckled again. “I’m looking forward to this weekend with you, Gracie.” His lips came near my ear. “If it’s not up to par, then I’m going to take matters into my own hands and make it special myself.”
A dubious expression came over me. “What are you going to do if you don’t like what I plan?”
He merely imparted me with a sensuous wink before walking ahead of me, leaving me to chase after him, bugging him for his answer. Wrapping one arm around me, he gave no more explanation on the matter. He simply covered his powerful body over mine when it started sprinkling again and became my shield as we walked home. 
And just like that, after a week without each other, after a confrontation, after a confession, and after a heartfelt moment . . . we were back. 
It felt like nothing had changed, but in truth, that moment was the beginning of a world of change that would turn our biblical universe upside down. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
“I have waited several millenniums for you.”

21: The Eternity Milestone 
 
I was pretty sure that it was universally frowned upon to celebrate the birth of the spawn of Satan. 
It eluded me as to why I cared so much about his birthday, but despite how much he had angered and exhausted me, Eclipse was still the closest living thing I would label as my friend. With that type of label, I felt obligated to do something special for him. After several hours of research, I thought I had something amazing planned for his birthday. However, it only took one person to rain on my happy parade.
“This has got to be the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard,” Coco critiqued the next morning while helping me pack for the birthday surprise.
“Why?” I murmured, packing energy bars, energy drinks, and water bottles into two already full backpacks. 
“His Dark Majesty isn’t human, Gracie,” she went on hotly, staring at me like I was a deranged looney tune. “Who in their right mind would celebrate his birthday like this?” Her horrified eyes combed over the backpacks. “It’s so . . . human.”
“Why wouldn’t he like it?” I questioned defensively, proud of everything I had set up for the weekend. “I’m planning it.”
Coco rolled her exasperated eyes. “He’s a Royal Demon. He doesn’t care if you put ‘thought’ into it. All he cares about is whether or not he has a good time. And let me tell you . . . you’re going to make him miserable with what you’re planning.”
“How about you stop giving me your opinions on the birthday plan and just stuff the things I need into the backpack, Coco?” I dismissed coolly, having enough of her opinions. I didn’t spend hours coordinating this whole birthday weekend to give up because some former actress thought it was a bad idea. 
I zipped up my pink backpack and slung it over my shoulders.
“How do I look?” I enquired meekly, modeling for her. My heavy backpack swished aggressively over my petite body as I twirled around to give her a full view of the outfit I was wearing: a dark purple tank top, black shorts, and white sneakers. My long curls were tied up in a high ponytail while a purple ribbon held up the hairstyle. 
“Oh, now you want my opinion?” Coco appraised me judgmentally. She crossed her arms over her chest, her leather jacket smoothing along her short black dress. “In my opinion, you look shorter than usual.” I shot her a chiding look to be serious, and she resignedly said, “You look cute for a little midget girl.”
I smiled broadly, nodding in approval at her comment. Apart from the inescapable reality of Coco having little to no skills in the field of social decorum, I had actually found myself enjoying her company. I wouldn’t say that she was my favorite person in the world. In fact, I still found her to be immensely annoying and offensive. However, over the past few days, she had proven to be a cool person. She was honest and I could always appreciate that type of individual in my life.    
I did a quick survey of the living room to make sure I had everything I needed. When I was certain I had packed all the necessities, I grabbed Eclipse’s backpack and stepped out of the apartment with Coco in tow. 
“What are you and Phix going to do when Eclipse and I are away?” I asked once we entered the elevator. A mechanical humming coursed through the confined space as the metal cage began to descend to the lobby. 
“Since he’s still recuperating, his Dark Majesty charged us to dig into your past some more,” Coco answered, mindlessly helping to zip up a loose zipper on my backpack. “Needless to say, we’ll be running around a lot.” 
Her response intrigued me. Eclipse was as resourceful, smart, and cunning as they come; he didn’t strike me as the type who would delegate duties to someone else unless they were highly capable individuals. Phix and Coco, as cool as they were, appeared like total goofs to me. I couldn’t fathom the reason behind his decision.
I didn’t hesitate to express my concerns. “What can you guys find that he wouldn’t be able to find?”
Coco’s red lips drew upwards into a smirk. “Phix is one of the most talented Demons in Sloth’s Kingdom. If Phix needs information on something, then he will do his best to get it. Most of the time, he comes back with something.” She eyed me. “How do you think we learned so much about what happened to his Dark Majesty in such a short time? Phix did research on his Dark Majesty before we got to your apartment. That was how we learned so much.”
I went quiet, recalling how much info Coco was able to give me about Eclipse’s situation in Hell. Though they didn’t know the truth behind the events, it was still impressive that Phix was able to garner such secretive information. “Is that why Phix is one of Sloth’s workers?”
Coco nodded. “Phix is one of Sloth’s favorite Demons. He’s the most hardworking. Every important task that needs to get done, Sloth always assigns it to Phix.”
“If he’s so good,” I started to point out, my memory roaming back to the inn, “then why couldn’t he figure out which Dark Majesty he was supposed to serve when Sloth assigned Eclipse to him?”
“Because it was an abrupt assignment and Phix wasn’t given any hint as to which brother it was. Once he found out which Dark Majesty it was, it became easy for him to dig for more dirt.”
“So Phix is like Gossip Girl!” I summed up, my eyes kindling with admiration. 
Coco gave me a strange look, and I went quiet from embarrassment. 
“You need a sense of humor, Coco,” I told her in a soft but firm voice. I resented how she never failed to make me feel uncomfortable. “You were funnier when you were acting on TV.”
“And you need to stop being short,” she countered, glaring at me for bringing up her glory days. “There. Was that funny?”
I blinked bitterly and changed the subject entirely. My mind journeyed back to Eclipse. “Why is he still recuperating anyway? Hasn’t he gotten enough rest?”
She shrugged. “He woke up earlier than expected.”
This still didn’t answer my question. “Do you know why he woke up so early?”
Coco offered another shrug. The elevator doors slid open as she said, “He was probably tired of sleeping and wanted to celebrate his birthday.”
I nodded halfheartedly, exiting the elevator with her. That made sense. Eclipse was as selfish as they come. I imagined the Demon wouldn’t want to miss out on a day that was specifically dedicated to celebrating his existence.   
Torrents of wind wafted over us once Coco and I walked out of the apartment and hopped off the steps. The morning sky still possessed a gray hue, and although the sidewalks were sleek from the rainfall, it appeared as though the storms had shown us mercy for the time being.  
I blew out an uneasy breath after another pressing thought besotted me. I glanced at Coco cautiously. We were now standing at the curb as we waited for Eclipse and Phix. Since I had her to myself, I wanted to bring up something that I couldn’t say when the guys were around. 
“You’re not going to ask me why I’m not mad at him anymore?”
Coco grinned, her eyes scanning the quiet block. With humor infused in her voice, she asked, “How can any woman be mad at a hot piece of immortal ass like that?”
Even though I was amused that she was actually joking with me, I still managed to give her a look to be serious. At my reprove, she gave me a warm laugh.
“I’m sure he gave you a good reason to not be mad at him. I’d rather not know, just in case I get drunk and accidentally spill any secrets again.”
I smiled, appreciating the silent understanding between us. I wasn’t about to tell Coco the things Eclipse told me, but I simply wanted her to know that it was truly okay now. After venting to her about Eclipse these past few days, I felt that I owed her that much. Judging by the small smile on her lips, she was glad to be updated too, if only subtly. 
“So, a getaway with just the two of you, huh?” she mused, watching as the Rav4 emerged from the parking garage. The engine roared throughout my neighborhood, echoing off the quiet street as it made its way over to us.
“OinkOink’s going too,” I corrected.
It was Coco’s turn to cast me a chiding look. “You know what I meant.”
I frowned at what she was suggesting. That pervert. She had such a dirty mind. “It’s not like that, Coco.”
“Uh-huh,” she hummed dismissively. 
I gazed up at her, my eyes boring into hers with challenge. “You’ve never had a birthday getaway like this?”
“Yes,” she murmured, waving at the car once they came closer to us. “I’ve done it once with my ex when I was human.” Impishness grazed her features as the Rav4 stopped in front of us. “We did nothing but have sex on that getaway.”
I gasped, gaping at her with burgeoning eyes. I was stunned at what she was insinuating could happen between Eclipse and I.
Before any more suggestive thoughts could trickle into my mind, Phix had already gotten out of the driver’s seat. Dressed in jeans and a brown leather jacket, he strode over to us and promptly relieved me of Eclipse’s backpack. As Phix opened the back door of the car, Eclipse remained seated in the passenger seat (as I had ordered him to), looking perplexed. He silently evaluated the heavy backpack that was being dumped into the backseat. OinkOink, who was sitting in the front seat with him, was poking his furry head out of the window in curiosity as well. 
The only thing I disclosed to Eclipse about this surprise was that I was planning on taking him on an overnight trip. I hadn’t even planned on telling him this much, but in an effort to ensure that our safety wouldn’t be compromised, I was forced to ask if he thought it would be safe for us to travel out of the city. Eclipse assured me that as long as he didn’t use his powers on this trip, the likelihood of us running into Demons would be slim. For the most part, he reasoned that we would be fine. With this reassurance in mind, I eased my worries aside and got excited for what I had planned. 
“Thanks for helping me with all this, guys!” I chirped after Phix returned to us on the sidewalk. I beamed gratefully at the two of them, my hands proudly tugging on the straps of my backpack. “I can take it from here.”
Phix grinned broadly at me, placing a hand on my shoulder. 
I thought he was about to wish me luck on this trip, yet what came out of his lips completely contradicted the bubbly expression on his face. 
“This is a bad idea, Gracie,” Phix hissed, his face still smiling while dread brewed in his voice. It struck me then that he was smiling not for me, but to put on a show for Eclipse.
“That’s what I said!” Coco hissed as well. 
The cheeriness I displayed cooled as a scowl took over my face. I should’ve known that Phix and Coco, regardless of how much they bickered, would see eye to eye in terms of my shortcomings. It was evident that they had come to a consensus that my birthday plans for Eclipse—for lack of a better word—sucked. 
Doing well to ignore the evil eye I was giving him, Phix forged on like a tow truck on a mission. 
“Out of all the goddamn things for you to plan, you want to take him to do one of the most trivial things a human can do?” 
He spared a glance at Eclipse, who was still staring at us, no doubt trying to figure out what we were chattering about. Phix plastered on another excited smile before turning back to me with a chastising look. 
“Seriously, Gracie? What if he doesn’t have any fun? Do you know who’s going to get punished? He would never hurt you.” He dramatically pointed a shaking finger at himself. He looked like he was about to cry. “He’d come after me.”
“Oh, don’t be dramatic,” I appeased, waving a hand of dismissal. “He’s not going to come after you.”
“He told me a second ago that he was going to take it out on me if you fuck up!” he squeaked out in horror.
“Oh,” I uttered nervously. “Well then, lucky for you, he’s going to have fun!” I motioned for Coco to open my backpack and give me my proof. She did as she was gestured and handed me a manila folder. “Look, I have everything planned out.” I began to show evidence of my itinerary for the weekend. I pointed at all the nice pictures I printed out from my late-night research. “I’m not doing this by the seat of my ass. I have everything worked out already.”
Phix didn’t even bother to look at all my hard work. He remained convinced that Eclipse was going to be miserable. 
“How about I book you guys a 5-star hotel in Europe and the two of you can have a luxurious experience there?” His eyes lit up. “Oh! What about Greece? Don’t you want to hang out in Greece, Gracie? I can make it happen!”
I let out an exasperated breath and handed Coco the folder. I glared at him while Coco obediently tucked the folder back into my backpack, shaking me slightly before she was done zipping it up. My eyes turned into admonishing slits. I held my palm up towards him. 
“Keys, Phix. Give me the keys now.” 
He cursed under his breath and bitterly handed me the car keys. “You better give him a good weekend then, Gracie!”  
“If all else fails, give him a lap dance!” Coco encouraged. 
Phix gave a thumbs-up at the suggestion, and as my response to that, I demurely flipped them off before running to the car where the birthday Demon awaited me.
“What’s with all the top secret conversations with the baby Demons?” Eclipse asked, reclining in the seat with a pillow behind his head. He was dressed in his pajamas: a white hoodie and white lounge pants. 
“They were saying that they were sure we were going to have lots of fun this weekend,” I easily lied, tossing my backpack into the backseat.
Eclipse smiled before eyeing the stuffed backpacks. Though he appeared aloof, I could tell he was very curious as to what I had planned for the day. 
“Where are we going, Gracie?”
“Can’t tell you,” I bristled, merging the Rav4 onto the road and setting our weekend into motion. “It’s a surprise.”
I waved at the baby Demons as we drove past them before speeding the car up and gunning us out of there before they got any smart ideas and endeavored to stop me from enacting my surprise.
Eclipse stared at the rearview mirror where the reflection of Phix and Coco were becoming smaller and smaller. 
“What were the baby Demons really saying to you?” he asked casually, his voice knowing. 
I pursed my lips, acknowledging that there was no point in telling fibs. Someone as clever as Eclipse had probably figured out from our body language—and the subtlety of me flipping them off—that it hadn’t been a friendly conversation.
“They think this surprise is a bad idea,” I finally admitted. “They were trying to convince me to hand over the reins so they could set up the birthday weekend instead.” I peered at him hesitantly. “Did you tell Phix that you’d come after him if I mess up on this trip?”
Eclipse laughed warmly, appeasing all my worries while he played with OinkOink. The puppy was happily barking, lying on his back and pawing at Eclipse’s hand in glee. 
“I was partly messing with him,” he revealed coolly. He locked his assuring eyes with mine. The genuine confidence within them made me flush. “Whatever your surprise is, I’m sure I’ll love it, Teacup.”
 
●●●
“This is the worst surprise I’ve ever been damned to get in my life!” Eclipse bellowed at the top of his lungs hours later, his irate voice thundering across the mountainous terrain. If there were snow present on these green mountains, then an avalanche would’ve deluged down from the force of his booming voice.
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Eclipse grunted, climbing up the mountain trail while I panted and struggled to do the same. 
The soles of our shoes crackled over the hard rocks, reminding us with every laborious step how agonized we were.
As part of my birthday celebration for Eclipse, I had gone all out for this excursion. My conversation with Shin was still fresh in my mind when I came up with this idea. I remembered him telling me about his experience at Mt. Halla and how incredible it was. Though we were far off from Mt. Halla, I thought it would be exciting to take Eclipse mountain hiking and give him an unforgettable weekend. I had the surprise planned to a T. I stayed up all night to figure out our hiking trail, where we would sleep, our itinerary for each day, and our clothes for the weekend. 
At the outset, I thought that Eclipse would be excited for this surprise. He was so fit and lean that I figured he had to be an outdoorsy person. I should have known that my assumption was off when we parked our car in the lot for hikers and Eclipse was looking as lost as OinkOink. I should have also taken the hint that something was off when I ushered him to go change out of his pajamas and into the hiking clothes I picked out for him. For a transitory second, he looked like he was about to haul ass. His personal opinion of this surprise was kept to himself as we hoisted our backpacks over our shoulders and began to hike up the mountain. Sadly, after several hours of huffing and puffing up the steep slope, Eclipse lost all reservations about sharing his feelings.
I could sense his fuming eyes on me, searing into my back. “Seriously, Teacup? Out of all the things you could’ve planned for my big day, you choose to take me hiking?” 
“We’re here,” I answered rigidly, struggling to traipse up the incline. “So shush up and keep climbing!”
I turned to him while the glorious sun began to set beside us, casting a gold and orange tint over the lush land. All around us were mountains covered with green grass and towering trees that just exuded wonderment. The day was unusually warm and bright for fall. It was like the skies were also celebrating Eclipse’s birthday. It would’ve been a magnificent experience if not for the sexy complainer behind me.
I had to admit that it was downright amusing. 
Eclipse, as healthy looking as he appeared, was ridiculously out of shape. Bless the genetic freak for being created with the perfect male body that would make Greek gods cry in envy because I had no doubt that he’d be one fat kid if given the normal genes of human beings. The ironic thing about him huffing and puffing while climbing up this mountain was that even though he was out of breath, he was still smoking!
“Maybe if you stopped smoking, we’d get somewhere,” I added crossly, ascending further along with OinkOink in my backpack. Over my shoulders, I could see that his furry head and upper paws were peeking out of the backpack while he stared at Eclipse. 
“That’s it,” the Demon retorted, taking one final inhalation of his cigarette before stepping on it and flicking it off the mountainside. “I’m taking off.”
“You’re leaving me to hike alone?!” I squawked, flabbergasted. I stopped in my tracks and wheeled around to face him disbelievingly.
“Of course not,” he replied, fatigue coloring his face. He stuck his hand out. “Come here, tell me where the destination is, and we’ll be there before you know it.”
“B-but I thought you were conserving your powers?”
“I was . . . but I really don’t want to exercise right now.”
“You can’t leave me,” I wailed, bouncing back to him in urgency. The rocks on the trail shadowed after me as I ran down. I stared up at him once I reached him, my gaze ablaze with panic. I didn’t stay up all night planning to cancel the surprise now. “I worked so hard to plan this trip for us.”
“Why are you doing this to me?” Eclipse blustered petulantly. He looked like he was seriously contemplating suicide to end his misery. “Don’t you know I have the stamina of a fat kid when I’m conserving my powers?” He gave me a suspicious look. “Are you still mad at me? Is that why you’re forcing me to do this? Are you punishing me?”
“Oh, just hurry up, you undercover fatty,” I dismissed tiredly, waving off his accusations. I was still slightly pissed off at him, but not enough to exact revenge in this manner. I grabbed his hand and started pulling him. “You brought war upon your father’s monarchy and you can’t climb up a mountain? You can’t do a simple thing that so many other humans have done?”
This was what lit the fire under the soles of his feet.
Eclipse looked offended by what I said.
He looked insulted, absolutely energized, and unstoppable. He stomped past me, fighting through the physical limitations of his recuperating body and challenging the mountains that lower beings (humans) have conquered. It looked like Eclipse would conquer this thing, but when he reached another steep incline on the trail, he stopped in his position, sat down on a nearby rock, and simply gave up. 
“What the fuck is wrong with you humans?” he panted hotly. 
He evaluated our environment and the soaring altitude we were in. His eyes welled up with incredulity. 
“You build cars and airplanes, and yet you use your legs to climb up the steps of Hell?”
“Ugh, that’s it,” I grumbled, kicking a pile of rocks over the cliff and stomping towards Eclipse. He eyed me suspiciously when I approached him. I gestured my hand at him when I got close. “Come on. I’ll give you a piggy back ride.”
“Are you serious, Teacup?” he enquired, gawking at me like I, the little piglet, had just offered him, Godzilla, a ride on her back. 
For a moment, his astonishment usurped his exhaustion.
“Yeah,” I replied honestly. Wind whipped at us with force, flapping my ponytail about. “I gave my ex a ride on my back once when he was tired. It was no biggie. I’m sure I could gather the strength to do the same for you.”
His eyes flashed defensively at the mention of an “ex-boyfriend.” 
“You gave a piggy back ride to an ex-boyfriend?” He snorted, standing up and looking me over in criticalness. “Was this boyfriend as big as a golf ball or something? How the hell did you carry him?”
“I’m a lot stronger than I look,” I shared in a matter-of-fact tone. I placed my hands on my hips and stared at him challengingly. I didn’t bother to tell him that this “ex” was just a serious suitor and not someone I labeled as my “boyfriend,” but I held back. He didn’t need to know anymore than that. “Which is more than I could say for you.”
I suppose it was a combination of making him feel bad about himself, comparing his strength to mine, and referencing an ex-boyfriend that did the trick because this time, as if true fire had lit his heels, Eclipse looked energized again. With a bitter grin, he placed another lit cigarette between his lips, propped his hands on my shoulders, and started pushing me forward. As he did this, he shadily walked behind me, transferring his exhausted weight onto me. I was about to call him out on using me as his resting post, but his next words prevented such a retort from coming out. 
“My only consolation prize is that I get to admire that pretty little butt of yours while we climb uphill,” he whispered, his hot breath caressing the skin behind my neck.
I turned bright red, feeling a crackle of heat sweep through my already hot body. “You were pretending to be tired so you can stare at my butt?”
“And what a magnificent view that is,” he said with much satisfaction. He groaned before releasing his hands from my shoulders and coming beside me. “But seriously,” he resumed, a haze of smoke billowing from his lips, “this hike is killing me. I give credit to the humans who do this as a leisure activity. This is hard work.”
And with that useless crediting that did nothing to give us energy, we continued on our ascent, our lungs continuously gasping for air. By now, we had deposited OinkOink on the ground and made him hike with us as well. Curious as a cat, he tiptoed near the edge of the mountainside to stare down at the sprawling world below us. 
Any normal owner would have thought to put a leash around their puppy’s neck to keep them from running off the mountain, but no one ever said that Eclipse and I were normal owners. Instead of leashing OinkOink for his own protection, we allowed him to roam loose, trusting that he was smart enough to not do anything reckless. We were not only negligent, but we were also feeling pretty damn mean. There wasn’t much for entertainment up on these mountains and OinkOink appeared to be the perfect living thing to tease. 
Feeling quite sadistic, Eclipse and I exchanged mischievous glances before we jokily screamed, “Jump, OinkOink! Jump!”
Issuing a whimper of confusion, OinkOink turned to growl softly at us. Like the smart puppy that he was, he took a moment to stare at us in disapproval before he rushed several paces ahead of us again, turning back every now and then to ensure that we didn’t pick him up and throw him off the mountain ourselves.
I wanted to pat his furry butt in approval. I loved that he was so smart.
“You’ve never done anything like this in Hell?” I conversationally asked once we reached a plateau area of our hike. I took the opportunity to admire the breathtaking view and the serenity of the secluded world we were in. I may have been exhausted, but the picturesque environment alone was worth the fatigue. The sun was still setting, and I had never seen a more splendid display of golden colors settling over the rolling green mountains.
Eclipse laughed, shaking his head as he took one final puff of his cigarette. “No.”
“What do you do for fun then?”
He threw his cigarette to the ground, stepped on it, and briskly said, “Plan for world domination.”
There was no doubt that this was true. In light of everything he had disclosed to me, I was willing to bet that he had been obsessed with world domination since his first intake of air. Now that I had time to reflect upon it, I doubted someone like Eclipse would have time to climb mountains. He was too busy moving mountains. 
Eclipse cast another glance at the scenic backdrop, perspiration dotted along his face. Just like the time at the gym, he looked sexy and alluring in this manner. I, on the other hand, looked like a sweaty pig with rivulets of sweat gliding down my temple. Apart from the icky perspiration coating my skin, it also didn’t take long for my joints to act up every time I placed pressure on them. I was beginning to get vertigo from this “workout,” and I was pretty sure Eclipse had been hit with the same ailment. 
“How much longer do we have to hike here before I actually get bitter and throw OinkOink off the mountain for fun?” Eclipse whispered jokingly. When he smiled, one of the sun’s rays hit him at the perfect angle, making him appear more like a playful Angel rather than a mischievous Demon. 
At Eclipse’s comment, OinkOink whimpered in front of us, swinging around to look at Eclipse as if he had betrayed him. 
“I was just joking, champ,” Eclipse called out to OinkOink, who had cleverly moved closer in front of me. It seemed that to him, I was the lesser of two evils.
Eclipse’s query about how much longer we had to hike prompted me to check. I consulted the map we had, sneakily hiding its contents so Eclipse wouldn’t be able to peek at it. A relieved breath touched my lips when I noted that it was finally time to turn in. 
“Let’s go this way,” I directed chirpily, migrating into the wooded area. 
We hiked through the woods, enjoying the fresh scent of trees and unpolluted air. The beams of the evening sun speared through the canopy of leaves, casting their warm orange glow over us. Birds, insects, and little forest animals tweeted, chirped, and buzzed all around us, and I couldn’t help but smile. I felt like I was in a whole new world.
“You don’t strike me as the outdoorsy type,” Eclipse observed, catching my elated smile when we stepped over mulches of leaves and fallen twigs. In the distance, I could hear water streaming. What a wonderful sound that was. Everything out here was beautiful beyond words. 
I turned to him, picking up a twig and breaking it off into small pieces for fun. “Why?”
The complimentary glow in his eyes appraised my body as if my outer appearance answered the question for him.
“I happen to like being outdoors,” I told him defensively, mindlessly breaking off another small portion of the stick. “I don’t get a chance to do it often. I usually stay in the city.”
Eclipse regarded me in interest. “Because you feel safer there?”
I shrugged, truly not having a definitive answer for it. “I just don’t like leaving Seoul.”
He smiled dimly, his reaction hinting to me that he had the answer for my behavior. “It’s your survival instincts.”
I canted my head, perplexed by what he was implying. “What do you mean?”
“Have you ever told anyone the name of your school?” he then asked. 
We continued to trek through the woods while my eyes grew more and more puzzled. 
“Huh?”
“At Sanctuary, for example,” he elaborated patiently. “Have you told anyone there the name of your school?”
“Of course I have. They know I go to college in Seoul.”
“Yes, but have you ever told them the name?”
I ruminated over it and I realized that, much to my surprise, I hadn’t. The most I had ever told anyone was that I went to school in Seoul. Now that I thought about it, if I were in their shoes, the most I’d assume was that I attended Seoul University, which wasn’t my school at all. 
“How do you know this?” I inquired, nearly tripping on my own feet because I was so stunned with this insignificant, but accurate, observation.
“That is your Source instincts at work.” 
Birds, insects, and the sound of streaming water continued to hum melodically as I listened to Eclipse’s enlightenment. 
“You will never tell anyone the name of your home and school, the two places you frequent daily. You will show them to the people who need to see them, but it is a rarity for you to announce the names out loud because, even without knowing, you are protecting yourself. I suppose this is similar to a chameleon being able to transform to fit into their environment. Your survival instincts are innate. You are reluctant to leave Seoul because deep down, you know that Seoul is the one place where your veil is the strongest. It is the one place where you know danger is less likely to find you.”
I was daunted. 
I mulled over all the times in my life where I was reluctant to leave Seoul, all those times where I omitted giving out the name of my apartment complex or vaguely insinuating to others that I went to Seoul University. I smirked. I had always thought that I was only blessed with book smarts. It was consoling to know that I had some street smarts after all. 
“So tell me why you’re still single, Gracie,” Eclipse suddenly brought up. His tone of voice was careless, but the subtle inflection behind it revealed that he was extremely invested. 
I fired him a look that said I didn’t want him intruding in my personal business, and he fired back with a stark look of his own. 
“You brought me to the middle of nowhere to climb up a mountain and trek through insect-infested woods,” he said with stern charm. “You better be ready to entertain my curiosity.”
I uneasily bit at my lower lip before drawing in a deep breath. I gazed at OinkOink, who was happily sniffing out trees and ignoring us. I ripped off another portion of the stick. 
“I just am,” I mumbled, avoiding eye contact. The new topic made me feel shy around him for some unknown reason. 
“You’ve had boyfriends, I presume,” he prodded idly. “Like that golf ball of a boyfriend you gave an apparent piggy back ride to.”
I sighed before dismantling the bashfulness I was displaying by admitting, “I’ve dated a lot, but I’ve never really called anyone my ‘boyfriend.’ I only think of them as guys that I dated longer than the rest and I refer to them simply as an ‘ex.’ But yeah, I guess in the technical definition, I’ve only had three ‘ex-boyfriends.’”
“Tell me about them,” Eclipse said anyway. 
I briefly hesitated, but rationalized that if this would distract him from complaining, then it could only favor me in the long run. 
“I was with the first one for a few months,” I launched with a reminiscent sigh. “He was the preppy type and really cute. I had just started college, and because I had no love interest during my chubby girl phase in high school, I really fell for him hard. He was a real gentleman, but when he realized that the most he could get out of me was a kiss on the cheeks, he dumped me and told me that he needed someone who was more ‘romantic.’” 
I shook my head absently, ducking underneath a tree branch. “Then there was the second one. He was a virgin and he really respected the fact that I wanted to save my virginity for marriage. However, the thing with this was that he was very religious. I guess he assumed that since I was soft-spoken and somewhat of a pushover, I’d convert to Catholicism for him. When I told him that this would never happen, he parted ways with me. And finally, there was the third one.” I smiled to myself. “I really liked the third one.” I laughed, turning to Eclipse. “He was the one I gave the piggy back ride to.”
“Why’d you like him so much?” 
For a moment, I thought Eclipse’s voice sounded annoyed. 
“He was a model.” I blushed, thinking about my memories with him. My last suitor was truly a wonderful guy. “And he was one of the cutest guys I’ve ever met.” Of course, no one came up to par with Eclipse, but I kept that to myself. “He was really respectful and amazing. He never once pushed me into doing anything I didn’t want to do.”
“Who left who?”
“I left him.”
The answer took Eclipse by surprise. I surmised that since I had the two previous track records of being dumped, he logically assumed the third one would be a similar case. “Why?”
“I liked him a lot, but I didn’t like him enough.” I struggled to find the right words to explain. “There was no passion in that relationship. It felt really safe and satisfactory . . . and I guess I didn’t want that. I realized that I didn’t want to be content in my relationship—I wanted to be challenged. I wanted to never be satisfied, to always be kept on my toes. I wanted my relationship to be so passionate that I’ll never get enough of the one I love.” I shrugged. “Basically what I wanted, he couldn’t give me.” 
I tossed what was left of the stick into the further depths of the woods. 
“I’m not the type of person who wastes time if there is no hope. As amazing as it was, it wasn’t meant to be.” I smiled with effort. “Anyway, that’s my story,” I concluded, very curious about his story now. The hostess—Rho—at Tony’s restaurant floated into my mind. “What about you? What’s your story?”
“I’ve had plenty of girlfriends,” he reminisced, unthinkingly holding my hand as we galloped over a fallen tree trunk, “sometimes several at once. My monarchy has some of the most beautiful women you’d ever see.”
I felt jealousy spark within me. I disentangled my hand from his and coolly asked, “Like Rho?”
A baffled expression overtook Eclipse’s face. “Who?”
“The hostess at Luxuria,” I reminded firmly. “I heard your Elders mention that you’ve had your fun with her.”
Realization lit his eyes. “Oh, her. Lollipop girl . . .” he chortled awkwardly. 
I simmered at the fact that he referred to her as “Lollipop girl.” He must’ve had some fun with her and that lollipop of hers if his eyes lit up that much. 
“I forgot that she worked there,” he admitted, nervously scratching the back of his head. It was evident that he found it awkward that I met one of his old flames. “I was with her for a while, but I was with others too. I was a”—he paused momentarily—“what do you call guys like me in your world? Oh yes, player. I was a player.” 
“What kept you from being committed to them?”
“I’m a big workaholic,” he provided listlessly, his eyes watching as OinkOink continued to explore the woods ahead of us. “Plus, some were too predictable. They wanted me too much.” I cast him an “are-you-serious” look, and he smirked. “You think I’m magnetic right now, right?” 
I didn’t dare to answer and thankfully he didn’t push for an answer. 
“Well, you should try being around me when I’m at full capacity. Your senses won’t stand a chance against everything that makes up my existence.” He tipped his head back, pausing for a second to think up the right analogy for it. “It’s akin to being drunk on gallons of alcohol and it’s akin to being trapped in a heat wave. Your senses are screwed up and the only thing that acts as your salvation is me. I am your beginning, your end, and the reason for your entire existence.” 
He laughed dryly. Rather than being proud of having this effect on women, he actually appeared to have found pitfalls in it. 
“Basically I am your poison and your only antidote. With this type of frenzy, as the one being lusted after, it turns you off. You never know if they truly want you or if it’s a mirage—if it’s only because they are caught up in their own lust.” He turned to me with a prideful look in his eyes. “As you know, I am not the type of entity of who will live in anyone’s shadows, even ones cast by my own presence. So that’s why I’m still a virgin, so to speak. At the risk of sounding cliché, I suppose you can say I haven’t found the ‘right one’ who can overcome everything that embodies my existence and simply lust after me for me.” 
Strangely enough, his explanation made sense.
Then, with his gaze fixed on me, he abruptly changed the subject and asked something that was so out of the blue, it nearly caused me to trip and fall on my face.  
“Having said all of that, who was the guy that was with you at the student lounge?” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
“What do you want?”

22: The Cottage
 
I had to do a double take when Eclipse’s question hit me. 
I wheeled around to face him in surprise. He made it sound casual, but I had the feeling that he had been waiting to ask me this question since the trip started.
“Excuse me?” I replied carefully, watching as Eclipse casually threw a stick he had picked up and tossed it in OinkOink’s direction. With an excited bark, OinkOink chased after the stick, retrieved it, and eagerly ran back to Eclipse with the stick in his mouth.
“My eyes and ears found you that night, remember?” he reminded before taking the stick out of OinkOink’s mouth and tossing it again. 
I swallowed uncomfortably, watching as OinkOink jovially ran after the stick. He was unaware of the fact that I wanted to run with him so I could escape this conversation. I snarled silently. I should’ve known Phix—the Gossip Girl—would have reported everything to Eclipse as soon as he woke up.
I appraised Eclipse with shifty eyes, not appreciating being put on the spot. I had been doing a good job of hiding my relationship with Shin from him, and I resented being called out on it. Eclipse and I weren’t in a relationship, but when he asked me this, I felt like I had been caught cheating, which was ridiculous considering we weren’t romantically involved. 
“Why does it matter to you?” I countered briskly, putting up the appearance of naivety.
“Since I’m your soul mate, this guy needs my seal of approval if he wants to be my soul mate’s suitor.”
The look I threw him was rife with venom. “Just like what you did with DonKi?”
Eclipse stifled a chuckle at the reminder of DonKi and the fiasco he created. When he noticed my glare, he cleared his throat of laughter and went back to his earlier question. 
“Seriously, Gracie. What’s the deal with this guy?”
“He’s really good-looking,” I told Eclipse honestly. 
For a moment, I thought I saw his jaw stiffen in discontent before he indifferently voiced, “Yeah?”
I nodded and because I was still feeling jealous of him and Lollipop Girl, I kept going. “And he’s really understanding . . . and sweet . . . and respectful . . . and I think he thinks I’m cute.” I shrugged, smiling like a little schoolgirl. “I don’t know. I think he might make a good potential husband . . .”
“A potential husband?” Eclipse repeated in disbelief, displaying an unusually envious side. His scrutinizing eyes raked over me. “Why are you in such a rush to give him that title? How long have you even known this guy?”
“I didn’t say I wanted to marry the guy,” I defended. “I just said that he might make a good potential husband.” I shrugged again before immaturely muttering, “I’m sure he wouldn’t make my nose bleed and threaten my existence if he were to get intimate with me . . .”
“If he even knows his way around,” Eclipse muttered under his own breath.
“I’m sure he’s more experienced than you,” I fired back.
“Don’t count me out yet, Teacup,” he fired back with just as much intensity. “You have no idea how experienced I actually am.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” There was a hidden implication in his statement that irked me. It was my turn to gaze at him with scrutiny. “I thought you said you were a virgin?”
“I’m the Demon of Lust,” he stated haughtily. “I could satisfy my woman without getting her into bed.”
I stopped in my tracks, gaping at him. “And you’ve done this?”
“More times than I can count,” he retorted. “Why do you think Rho is so addicted to that lollipop? Because I got her started on it.”
I had no idea what that meant, but it sounded scandalous and offensive enough to make me lose my cool.
“You disgusting jerk!” I shouted, throwing rocks at him. OinkOink, who had returned to us with the stick in his mouth, was staring at us in confusion as his head darted from me to Eclipse. “Who talks like that?!”
Eclipse smirked dryly, looking just as embittered. “You taunted me as well with that other guy, virgin.”
“I was just saying nice things about him because your ass brought him up,” I argued.
“And I brought up the rest of the girls because you asked me about them.”
“My answer was not as perverted as yours.”
“No, it was very innocent,” he said stiffly, his structured jaw constricting in anger. “Which is why it bothered the hell out of me even more.”
I snorted, stepping several paces away from him to put some distance between us. “Who are you to get mad?”
His face was dangerously irate. “Naïve girls like you shouldn’t go around giving your virginity to just any human guy.”
“Oh, so I should endeavor to give my virginity to the Demon of Lust who could kill me at first orgasm?” 
I jolted to a halt, putting a wrench to where this conversation was headed. 
“No, wait. Let me tell you something before this talk goes any further,” I snapped, moving further away from him. “I may be soft spoken and a people-pleaser, but I’m not going to be a pushover. You can’t tell me what to do. I’m not going to be one of those girls who allows her boyfriend to dictate who she can or can’t talk to.”
His annoyance with me eroded slightly. A dark brow rose in distracted intrigue. “I’m your boyfriend now?”
“Y-you know what I meant,” I blubbered in haste, panicking at the idiocy of what I said. I shook my head before speedily retracting my statement. “I’m just saying that you can’t tell me who I can or cannot talk to. You’re not going to control my life like that. I can talk to whoever I want.”
“I was never trying to control your life,” he agreed. “You can talk to whatever guy you want.”
I nodded in approval at his understanding—that was before he put a huge asterisk next to his previous statement. 
“Those guys just can’t talk to you or I’ll have their heads.”
I folded my arms in anger. “Is this how you handle a misunderstanding in Hell?”
“There are no misunderstandings in Hell,” he sneered, offense present in the regal features of his face. “Down there, I am worshipped. When I step into a room, women fight one another to throw themselves at me. Everyone falls to their knees because they are in awe of my presence.” Bitterness streaked through his luminescent eyes when they found mine. “The only one who seems to misunderstand this consensus is you, Teacup. I am a God in my world, and yet here I am, out of breath and climbing up a goddamn mountain for you. As opposed to counting your blessings, you are standing there, in your sinfully cute hiking outfit, daydreaming about some other guy instead.”
Now it was my turn to scoff at him and his overbearing arrogance. “You are unreal.”
“You know what?” he finally snapped, coming to a deafening stop. He looked infuriated. “Tell me his name so I can go kill him and end our problems right now.”
“What? No!” I gawked at him wide-eyed. “Are you seriously jealous right now?”
His dark, embittered laughter ricocheted off the rustling leaves. “No. Jealous would be me telling you that I’m going to kick this guy’s ass. I’m enraged right now. This nameless fuck just ruined my birthday. I’m going to kill him.”
“If you kill him, I’m going to kill myself along with him!” I bluffed without thinking, causing OinkOink to whine in concern. 
“Why the bloody hell would you do that?” Eclipse thundered at the absurdity of my reply, looking further vexed. “You hardly know the guy! It doesn’t make any sense!”
“Well, it doesn’t make any sense to want to kill a guy because I like him, you insanely violent Demon!”
His nostrils flared, his eyes getting violently fiercer. “If you kill yourself because of him, then I’m going to resurrect him and kill his ass again for indirectly hurting you.”
I scoffed inwardly, stomping harder through the woods and garnering more distance between us. I couldn’t believe that for such an intelligent being, he was being so idiotic. 
“You’re a psycho, you know that?” I stated heatedly, rage clouding my vision. “You are a complete and utter psy—Ahhh!”
Thump! 
One second I was stomping away from Eclipse, and next thing I knew, my nose was hurting, my face was numb, and there were stars canvassing my eyes while I laid on the ground, whimpering in pain.
Holy eff . . .
I just bulldozed into a tree! 
“Gracie!” I heard Eclipse’s voice. 
This was one of those few moments in life where I wish I could’ve blacked out because once the pain settled in, a rush of mortification came spilling over me as well. 
Oh my flying pig. 
I couldn’t believe I just crashed into a tree. 
This was so humiliating!
“What happened?” I felt Eclipse pull me to his chest while his hand lightly tapped on my cheek.
“What does it look like? I crashed into a tree because of you!” I cried, furious at him for being the indirect reason why I had stupidly hurt myself.
“Who the fuck crashes into an inanimate object?!” he contested, clearly offended that I was blaming him for my own mistakes.
“Shaddup! This is all your fault,” I went on unreasonably, pushing him away once the darkness had lifted and my vision was clear again. My nose pounded in pain. “I was so blinded by my anger that I didn’t watch where I was going.”
“Woman,” he gritted tightly, his face more frustrated than I had ever seen it. “You are the single most unreasonable person I’ve ever met in my life.”
“Funny. I was about to say the same thing about you.”
When it looked like Eclipse was about to retort with more fighting words, he abruptly stopped. 
Looking around the forest and as if realizing how ridiculous this whole argument was, an ocean of laughter poured from him. 
 “I can’t believe you crashed into a tree,” he said in a fit of laughter. A smile reappeared on his lips as he looked at me with adoration. It was clear that he no longer wanted to continue this silly quarrel. “It’s going to be a long hike. Let’s not be mad at each other, Teacup.” He held his hand out and smiled innocently. “Peace?”
I softened my frown and sighed. I thought over how ridiculous we were being and agreed with him. This trip was just beginning and it was his birthday weekend after all. There was no point in continuing this absurd fight. 
“Peace.” 
As he helped me clean the dirt from my clothes, we resumed our trek through the forest.  
“I’ve been a relatively good sport throughout this hike, but I have to ask,” Eclipse began, batting away a few bugs. “Where are we going, Gracie? Are you planning on making us sleep out here too?”
“It’s a surprise,” I offered enigmatically. 
Once he saw the resolve in my eyes, Eclipse simply smiled as we continued to exhaust ourselves, hiking under the sunset. 
I stepped over a bed of crunchy leaves and allowed my train of questions to meander into a more fun and distracting topic. 
“How does your monarchy celebrate your birthday?”
“They are very extravagant from what I hear,” Eclipse remarked disinterestedly.
I sent him a surprised expression. “From what you hear?” 
His gaze turned over to me. For a breath of a second, I thought I saw melancholy in his eyes. He shrugged carelessly, giving me another one of his trademark smiles to mask the poignant undercurrent in his voice. 
“I’ve never celebrated my birthday before.”
Confusion sprinkled like rain over me. “Why not?” 
Eclipse was one of the most egocentric creatures I had ever met. How could he not celebrate his own birth?
“Would you find it appropriate to celebrate the day your father went into hibernation and never came out?” he asked broodingly, revealing a sensitive side he had never shown before. He shrugged again, and I could sense that this wasn’t something he was comfortable talking about. I thought he was going to end the conversation right then and there, but when he locked eyes with me, I surmised that he must’ve felt that it wouldn’t be fair to leave my question hanging. To give me some closure, he added, “I may not have any love for the guy, but it’s still a fucked up thing to celebrate.”
I nodded. 
For the first time, I realized that we had more in common than I’d care to admit. Before I could evaluate my actions, I admitted something that I had never voiced to anyone before.
“I’ve never celebrated my birthday either,” I told him bleakly. A small smile managed to crawl on my lips when our eyes connected. “I may not have any love for my family, but I still think it’s messed up to celebrate the day of my birth when they died less than a couple of hours before my birthday.”
Eclipse regarded me with surprise. I suppose in his mind, he coined me as being the same selfish creature as him. He couldn’t fathom why I wouldn’t want to celebrate the day of my own birth. Our situation wasn’t exactly the same, but it was heavily similar and sometimes, a similarity was all you needed to bond.
Eclipse, who appeared to have removed a boulder off his chest, surveyed the woods with what looked like a newfound respect for the place. 
“It is ironic that my first time deciding to celebrate my birthday would be through human means.” His chuckle waltzed throughout the woods, sounding nothing short of melodic. “My life is irony in a box.”
“Why’d you decide to celebrate it now?” 
“Because I know my first real friend in the world will make it a good one for me,” he answered thoughtlessly, warming my heart. At the beaming expression on my face, his soft smile turned cunning. “You know that if this birthday flops, you’re going to have to make it up to me, right?”
My brows drew down into a frown. “Why would I owe you anything?”
“Because I’m going to make a big deal out of your birthday.”
I folded my arms defensively. His words piqued my interest. “What are you going to do for mine?”
“Something that will take your breath away,” he murmured, glancing at me with favorable eyes. 
Excitement mounted over me. As much as I didn’t anticipate my birthday, I had to admit that I looked forward to whatever he would do to celebrate it. This must be why my fellow human beings loved having friends. When you couldn’t count on your family, it was your friends who would pick up the slack and celebrate your existence for you. For the first time in many years, I was beginning to feel included in this human world, even if the catalyst for this inclusion was a Demon. 
“This weekend better be a good one, Teacup,” he warned again. “You know me—I collect the debt that is owed to me. If you screw up, there will be consequences to pay.”
I carefully studied his face as OinkOink padded alongside him. “What are you going to do to me if it flops?”
A grin outlined his lips. He peered down at me with sensuality radiating from his heated gaze. “A gorgeous girl like you should know how to make my birthday a good one.”
“You’re not getting my body,” I retorted, my breath threatening to escape from me. My goodness. One of these days, I was going to faint from his hotness alone.
He feigned innocence. “Why not?”
“Because of my nosebleeds.”
“We can warm you up.”
“No way!”
Those broad shoulders rose into a frivolous shrug. “Let’s hope I like the remainder of your next surprise then.”
“I’m going to punch OinkOink in the face if you don’t like my next surprise,” I threatened at once. As a warning, I lightly tapped OinkOink’s booty with my shoe, causing him to gently tumble to the side.
OinkOink whimpered. Like a turtle stuck on his back, he began to shake his paws in confusion. Stuck upside down, he had trouble getting himself upright.
Eclipse laughed, gently lifting OinkOink back up with his shoe. He dissected me with wispy disapproval. “So much for wanting to be human, Source. You think it’s humane to push your defenseless puppy to the ground?”
“I’m not human yet, Demon,” I countered, ignoring how bad I felt when OinkOink whimpered accusingly. He looked hurt that I caused him to tumble over. Saving face though, I repeated my threat again. “Like I said, I’m going to punch OinkOink in the face if you don’t like my surprise, so you better like it.”
“If you punch OinkOink, then I’m going to spank you. And then I’m going to stop being your friend.”
I knew he was joking about the latter, but I wasn’t sure about the former. I gaped at him, panic shooting through me at the thought of being spanked by him. 
“Can’t wait to see what you have in store for me later tonight.” He laughed again, catching me with his next statement just as I was about to run off. “And don’t think about running away. I hid your car keys.”
“You smart bastard!” I cried, outraged that my escape plan was foiled. How could I bear to stay on this mountain with a Demon who was so hot that he put the sun to shame?
Eclipse gave me another lighthearted look before he turned straight ahead. He came to a sudden stop, looking like someone had doused him with glacial ice water. 
“What—?” I froze as well, stunned at what had him so rapt. 
I followed the trail of his gaze. A proud smile tilted on my mouth when I saw that we had finally arrived at my next surprise for the weekend. 
Situated in the middle of the woods, under the glow of the sunset, was the cottage I rented. 
When I was researching online about nice vacation spots, this particular mountain cottage came up with the most glowing reviews. All the comments describing the beauty of this cottage made my heart flutter in anticipation: magical, unforgettable, and timeless. 
When I saw its picture, I knew I had to get it. 
The cottage appeared more charming in person than it did on the picture I printed out. It looked like it was lifted right off of a Thomas Kinkade painting. There was a small bridge suspended over a stream, a flagstone pathway that led to the front door, and little stone lamps that sat on the property. Beside the cottage lay a decorative well while on the other side sat a man-made pond that had a watermill running over it. The trees, the plants, and the flowers around the property were simply stunning. 
We walked over the bridge, strolled past the watermill, and stepped on the front steps to unlock the door. 
Creak.
Once the wooden door creaked opened, we stepped into the two-bedroom cottage. Awe hung over us as we inspected the world inside. The living room was tastefully decorated with flowers, comfy furniture, candles, antique-looking knickknacks, and paintings of other cottages. There was a small fireplace in the main room while down the hall were two bedrooms and a bathroom. Through one of the windows in the kitchen, I could also see into the backyard. With flowers and lush vegetation glowing underneath the various hues of the sunset, it exuded nothing short of magnificence. 
“You rented us a cottage in the middle of nowhere for the weekend?” Eclipse breathed out, stupefied by what I had planned for him. 
His shocked eyes continued to peruse over the place. In any other capacity, Eclipse would never fail to dwarf a building without effort. It was his gift—his disposition. Yet, in this cottage, even though he overpowered everything within it, Eclipse resembled a little boy who had discovered an oasis. 
“Yes,” I answered slowly, beaming at him with thrill. “Do you like this surprise?”
He nodded absently. “I think my screwed up weekend has gotten exponentially better.” He turned to me and I was suddenly thinking twice about renting a cottage in the middle of nowhere. I hadn’t thought about it until now, but this setting was a bit romantic, wasn’t it?
Eclipse inhaled with satisfaction, gazing at everything with the utmost approval. In that instant, I felt like I had voluntarily locked myself in a cage with a lion that hadn’t been fed for years. He was ravenous—voracious. And there I was, offering myself up as a succulent treat for his pleasure. 
“I think,” he whispered, anticipation glowing on his beautiful face, “this is going to be the best birthday I’ll ever have.” 
“What do you mean?”
He bit his lower lip, grabbing a towel from his backpack and heading towards the shower. He stopped in front of me, the sexual magnetism from his body caressing me with potency. 
“Your first mistake was bringing a savage like me to the wilderness.” He leaned in beside me, his lips brushing my ear. “And your second mistake was locking yourself up with me in the middle of nowhere . . . with no one to bother us.” 
I dragged in a desperate breath when he pointed this out, and he laughed—a soft, sexy laugh that promised the fulfillment of my wildest and darkest fantasies. 
With sleek animal grace, he disappeared into the bathroom, leaving me clinging onto the doorway in need when he finished the already intense statement by adding, “Get ready. I’m claiming you this weekend, baby.” 



 
 
 
 
 
 
“To rise from my pit of despair . . .”

23: On the Rocks
 
Huff! Huff! Huff!
“Where the bloody hell are you going in the middle of the night?!” Eclipse screamed out, chasing after me as I bounced away from him. 
“Get away from me, you pervert!” I shrieked, holding OinkOink close as I scurried off into the shadowy night. 
Holding a flashlight, I ducked underneath a tree branch before stomping over a pile of dead leaves. The cold wind whipped at my wet hair, sending shivers down my body. I had just finished showering when I snuck into my clothes, kidnapped OinkOink, slung my backpack over my shoulders, and ran out of the cottage while Eclipse was in the backyard, admiring the gardens. Needless to say, in the state I was in, I was freezing my butt off.
I suspected that Eclipse must’ve realized I was missing after my shower because after a five minute head start, I heard his screams just before his quickening footsteps came closer and closer to me. Just like prey, I continued to run for my life as my hunter sought me out. Every step I took, Eclipse came five steps closer. It got so intense that within seconds, I could hear him running closely behind me. Before I knew it, he was in front of me, stopping me in my tracks.
“Wait – wait, stop!” he panted, nearly tumbling to the ground when he stopped in front of me. 
He held up a gesturing hand for me to wait for him before he placed both hands on his knees and gasped for air. Shirtless with only black pajama pants on, the backpack he was wearing drummed up and down along with his heavy breathing. Even the light from his flashlight was shaking from his exhaustion. For a considerable stretch of time, all I could see was the back of his head. I was positive his inner fat boy was having an asthma attack. 
While he attempted to keep from going into cardiac arrest, I stepped behind a big tree to put some distance between us. Body still hunched forward in exhaustion, he looked up at me when he was finally able to catch his breath. 
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he questioned firmly. His dark eyes met my troubled ones. “Why did you run away?”
“I’m running for my life!”
His eyes grew alert. He stood up straight and looked around protectively. “Why? Did some murderous Demon appear without me knowing?”
“Yeah,” I replied, staring straight at him. “I’m running away from you.”
He gawked at me like I was crazy. “Why?”
“Because you’re planning on killing me this weekend,” I deadpanned, the seriousness etched in my voice.
He gaped at me for an awkward second, allowing my words to gradually sink in. When he reconciled with the fact that I did say something so outlandish, he shook his head in utter amazement. A dry laugh streamed from him. 
“You’re lucky you’re the prettiest thing in creation because your cute personality aside, you are the single most paranoid looney tune I’ve ever met.” His judgmental gaze dissected me. “What would possess you to think I would kill you this weekend?” His outraged eyes scanned over our mountainous surroundings. “I mean, I climbed a bloody mountain for you! Why would I voluntarily make myself miserable if I could’ve thrown you off a cliff when I had the chance?”
“You threatened me,” I said flatly, the vigilance never leaving my face.
He remained baffled. “How?” 
“‘Get ready. I’m claiming you this weekend, baby,’” I uttered, repeating what he said in a deep, sexy voice. My imitated Eclipse voice was anything but sexy compared to the original, but it got the point across.
“You’re running away like a maniac because I was flirting with you?” he echoed incredulously. 
The way he phrased that made me sound more unreasonable than I was. 
I pointed the flashlight at his face, insulted that he was trying to lessen the severity of my legitimate concerns. “You know what you meant when you said those words to me. How dare you take advantage of my kindness by making death threats like that?”
He pointed his flashlight back at me, nearly blinding me with its glare. He was just as bitter. “I was showing you my appreciation for your surprise.”
“Well, good going,” I fired back. “You can stay in the cottage all by yourself because I’m not going to sleep there and risk you seducing me to death.”
A self-satisfied curve materialized on his tempting lips. “You know, flirting with me is only life-threatening when you give into temptation. If you’re talking about your nosebleeds, then I always stop when you get them. I don’t see why you’re so worried.”
“It doesn’t matter,” I snapped, dismissing memories of him teasing me until I got a nosebleed. I couldn’t tempt myself. What he said in the cottage was right. I screwed myself over when I rented a place away from civilization. If I were him, then I would’ve thought I was inviting him to seduce the hell out of me too. “My Source instincts tell me that you’re a threat. If you lose control, then I’ll die. Since I still want my entire soul back, I’m not ready to die yet, buddy.”
“Let me get this straight,” he summed up, pointing his flashlight into the shadowy woods around us. “You’d rather take your chances in the dark woods than in a romantic cottage with me?”
He made himself sound so innocent when he was actually the most dangerous creature in existence. 
“Don’t try to make it seem like I’m overreacting. You’re the most dangerous thing out here.” I jutted a finger at the forest. “If I get attacked by whatever animal is out there, I would have a remote chance of surviving. With you, one simple slip and I’m done for.”
“Okay, okay,” he mollified, acknowledging that I had a valid point. He raised his hands in defeat. “I admit that I was fantasizing about”—he paused to find the right way to phrase it tastefully “—intimately fooling around with you, but I’m not going to tease you like that if you’re really afraid of it.”
I relaxed marginally. 
“Do you mean it?” I breathed, coming out from behind the tree and lowering my flashlight. 
He nodded earnestly. “Yeah. I’ll just flirt. No sexual advances whatsoever unless you can handle them.” When he noted my hesitation, he heaved another sigh. “Come on, Teacup. My whole body is dying from the hike. I can’t handle chasing you around the goddamn mountain anymore.”
With my backpack weighing down on my shoulders, I took a cautionary step out of the shadows. I warily ambled over to him with OinkOink blinking quietly in my arms. My body was in agony too. I didn’t think I could make it any further in the wilderness. 
“You have to keep your word,” I told him with soft desperation. 
I drew closer to him, my big brown eyes imploring him to give me confirmation that he understood my terms.
This time, he nodded tiredly before raking his fingers through his hair. After taking a second to consider his current state of affairs, he suddenly burst out laughing. 
“Holy—” His laughter became louder. “Holy shit, I can’t believe this.”
“What?” I asked, eyeing him as though he had lost his mind. 
Even OinkOink, who had been quiet this entire time, was barking in confusion.
“I am the Demon of Lust,” he started after his laughter subsided. He assessed me like I was the strangest creature in the world. “I am the embodiment of everything that is sex, fantasies, and extravagance, and here I am, chasing after a paranoid human girl who made me promise her that I won’t fulfill her sexual fantasies.” He shook his head self-deprecatingly. “If I had known my life would get this pitiful, then I probably would’ve thought twice before purposely becoming a Fallen Demon.” 
My eyes narrowed. “You think me fearing for my life is funny?”
He merely smiled, delicately cupping my chin with his hand. His eyes intently examined the features of my face. 
“You know . . . every day I tell myself that it won’t be long before I get bored of you. And every single day, the more I get to know you, the more I find myself hooked.” His features grew warmer, so much warmer that it caused butterflies to come alive in my stomach. “You’re lucky I like you, Teacup, because I wouldn’t put up with this shit for anyone else.” My heart went pitter-patter at how he stared at me. He lightly tilted his head towards the direction of the cottage. “Now let’s go. No sexual advances unless you can handle it. I promise.”
Trusting his words—and dizzied by the butterfly-inducing moment I had—I shadowed after him obediently. I didn’t realize how far I ran until we walked back. The cottage appeared to be a world away. While walking along the fast moving stream, I could feel my legs cramp up. I fought past the throbbing pain, but after a good fifteen minutes, I couldn’t prolong the battle anymore. 
“Wait. Wait. Wait, time out,” I announced breathlessly, sitting on a rock beside the stream when my muscles tightened even further. “I-I can’t hike anymore. My whole body hurts.”
Eclipse shifted his eyes from the direction of the cottage to me. “The cottage is still a bit far off from here. If you can’t go on, I guess we’ll have to sleep out here for the night.”
I gawked at him, floored by his answer.
“Really?” I fidgeted uncomfortably, not liking the suggestion. There was a reason why I rented a cottage this weekend as opposed to pitching tents. I may have been a hiker, but I wasn’t a camper. I cast him a wary glance. “You can’t carry me home or something?”
“Not unless you allow me to break my promise and carry you to my bed,” he negotiated with a crafty grin. “Let me know if you’ve changed your mind and I’ll be happy to carry you back home.”
“You don’t want to help me out of the kindness of your heart?”
“I don’t have a heart,” he replied, amusement lurking in his delivery. “I have a girl who is putting me through the wringer.”
I bitterly wrinkled my nose. Of course he would use this moment to his advantage. Well, I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. 
Sleeping outside it is then. 
“Have you made your decision?”
“Yeah,” I said, kneeling on the ground while taking my backpack off. “We’re sleeping out here.”
He smirked as if he anticipated this answer. 
“Out here it is then,” he mused before stalking away.
“Hey, where are you going?” I watched Eclipse climb onto several rocks beside the stream. There was a rock with a flat top that looked big enough to rest on. I frowned from the ground. “Are you sleeping on the rock tonight?” 
His lips curled slightly. He chucked his backpack onto the floor before sitting on the rock. “I don’t sleep on the ground if I can help it.” He patted the space beside him. “There’s room for you here too.”
I bit my lips, unsure of what to do. It didn’t escape me that the rock was smaller than a bed and it definitely didn’t escape me that I was playing with fire. Fortunately for me, my dilemma ended when Eclipse said something that solidified my decision. 
“If you sleep on the ground by yourself, who knows what’s going to bother you tonight . . .”
I knew he was trying to scare me. To his credit, he succeeded. I wasn’t afraid of creepy crawlers, but who knew what other type of animal roamed around this place? If something attacked us, then I could push Eclipse into the fire before I could get hurt. The way I saw it, Eclipse was my shield. Since we were camping outside, I wasn’t going to let my weapon of choice sleep far from me. 
Without another bout of hesitation, I approached him and dumped my backpack beside his. I unzipped it and withdrew my “blanket” for the night. I layered my pink bathrobe over my black workout tank and khaki shorts. Bless my taste for the finer luxury items in life because as soon as that fluffy bathrobe came over me, it chased all the wilderness chills away. 
After tucking myself into something warm, I made sure to bundle OinkOink in my white sweater to keep him warm as well. The little ball of fluff yawned lazily, his eyes fluttering shut as the lyrical flow of the stream filled his senses. He looked so peaceful that the sadistic part of me wanted to plunge him into the cold water for fun. However, my adoration for him overrode such yearning. Instead, I gave him a gentle peck on the head before I gingerly burrowed him into my backpack as his shelter for the night. I made sure he was tucked far enough into the backpack so that he wouldn’t get cold, but I also made sure a sizeable gap was given to allow air to trickle through. 
When I was done tucking my oversized rat in, I went to sit with Eclipse on the rock while the big stream continued to gush past us. Under the direct radiance of the moonlight, the coursing water looked like it was glistening with diamonds.
“How’s OinkOink?” he asked, handing me a protein bar once I settled beside him. He had already taken out two water bottles and handed me one to drink.
“Sleeping,” I replied, taking the protein bar and water bottle. I placed the water bottle on the rock close to me and began to unwrap the snack. 
Eclipse chuckled. “The little pup must be exhausted.”
“Yeah,” I concurred with a laugh. 
I took my first bite of my dinner for the night and I nearly whimpered in elation. You know you’re hungry and exhausted when a protein bar tastes like Heaven. With a groan, I continued to munch on my food, the sudden inactivity in my body making me realize how stiff and exhausted my joints were. 
“I am pooped out too,” I confessed to Eclipse, taking the final bite of my protein bar.
Eclipse laughed again, sticking our wrappers into the outer pocket of his backpack before gulping down an entire water bottle. 
“Me too,” he admitted. He discarded the empty bottle beside our backpacks and stretched, groaning out loud when he tested out his muscles and realized how sore they were.
We shared miserable glances with one another. Heaving exhausted breaths (and having no more energy to pretend we weren’t in pain) we collapsed onto the rock and allowed the muscles of our bodies to rest. I was calmed by the coolness of the rock on my back. It helped soothe the aches rummaging through my body. 
Wind coursed over us, surrounding the bout of contemplative silence we fell into. I reflected upon the day we had and felt a tinge of guilt settle upon me. 
“I’m sorry for such a screw-up of a day,” I apologized sadly, noting how worn out he looked. This birthday surprise wasn’t going as seamlessly as I thought it would. Actually, if I had to be honest, I would say that it pretty much sucked. “Phix and Coco told me it was a bad idea to do all this, but I didn’t listen. You must be so miserable.”
A ghost of a smile spread across Eclipse’s lips. His eyes skimmed over the fast moving stream. “I am freezing, I am hungry, the muscles of my body are aching like no other, and I am exhausted as hell, but the last thing I am is miserable.” His smile grew into one of irony. He drew his gaze upwards to the majestic canvas in the Heavens. Countless stars illumed the world above us, keeping us company in the cold night. “One would think that I’d be miserable, trekking around the mountain like an animal and resting out here like one, but the truth is . . . I’m fine.”
My eyes brightened with a ray of hope. “Really?”
“Well, I’m not saying that I’m the happiest Demon in the world, but I feel at peace right now. I can’t complain too much.” He laughed. “I mean, what is it you humans always say?” He paused briefly to recall the right term. “‘It’s the thought that counts,’ right?” I was about to nod when he looked at me with a reflective thought on his face. “Especially considering how upset you were with me.”
I lapsed into a brief silence. I didn’t expect him to bring up our dramatic episode from last night. It felt surreal that a little over twenty-four hours ago, I was determined to kick him out of my life. The mood between us had shifted to a more lighthearted one, but in the fortress of my mind, I could never forget how angry and upset I was. I thought it was just me because I was the human (and the one with all the emotions), so it came as a surprise that Eclipse was bringing this up. 
I regarded him curiously. “How upset did you think I was?” I asked, going along with the conversation. 
“I know that you still have reservations about me,” he answered, gazing into my eyes, “but we’ll overcome this.”
I laughed incredulously. “And why are you so sure?”
“Because we’re friends,” he replied, as if it was the simplest answer in the world. “Because that’s what friends are supposed to do.”
“I will be very careful with you from now on, Eclipse,” I declared with quiet firmness. I didn’t want him to think that we were starting on a new slate. “I will treat you like a friend, but I won’t trust you like one. The only reason why you’re still here is because I need you to help me. Once we’re done, I’ll more than likely be done with you as well. But for now, I’m careful with you. Everything you say will be taken with a grain of salt.”
He nodded, his expression unreadable. “That’s a good way to deal with me, Gracie.”
My lips twisted with curiosity. “You’re not going to try and convince me otherwise?”
He shook his head, staring at me with smiling eyes. “They say that actions speak louder than words; I will let my actions speak louder than my words. You’re a smart girl, Teacup. Through my actions in the long run, I’m sure you will be able to determine whether or not you should trust me.” 
I lightly smiled at the statement. It warmed all the crevices of my heart. It wasn’t poetic, it wasn’t a pretty lie, and it wasn’t meant to be a promise—it was just a statement that held unwavering certainty. For this, I truly respected what he said because I hated promises. It was better for the human heart to live with an optimistic statement rather than a broken promise.
With an unspoken silence of agreement, one where I wordlessly took him up on his offer to judge him based on his actions, Eclipse returned my smile before redirecting his attention back to the skies. 
Following his lead, I drew my gaze upwards. I granted myself the serenity of getting lost in the vast sky that shimmered like a dark ocean. The streaming water calmed my senses, the whispers from the woodland creatures brought peace to my exhaustion, and the companionable silence I shared with Eclipse offered nothing but tranquility for me. The day didn’t exactly go as planned, but my aching muscles aside, I was actually having a really nice time. 
“I heard your conversation with Father Baek,” Eclipse brought up after a long pause. Though his gaze was fixed above, I knew his attention was unyieldingly on me.
“I know you did,” I replied idly. My eyes were trained on the stars, but just like him, my attention was solely vested on him. 
“I didn’t realize you were so religious.”
I heaved a sigh as the breeze rustled through the tree branches, acting as our background music for the night. I should’ve known it would leave an impression on Eclipse’s mind that I not only believed in God, but that I also prayed to him for a good portion of my life. 
I gave him a sideway glance; there was a sheen of light humor in my eyes. “Because I’m so sadistic?” 
“Because you were so young,” he corrected, momentarily turning sideways to regard me. There was pity in his eyes. “It must’ve been difficult for you growing up, to pray so hard for ten years . . . only to be ignored.” The pity in his eyes mounted. “At least for Demons, our sadism controls our emotions. It keeps us from getting hurt emotionally and it keeps us strong mentally. Yet in your case, as I’ve come to learn, even your sadism isn’t at its full capacity. You really had nothing of substance by your side growing up. In short, it must really suck to be you.”  
I shrugged quietly, redirecting my focus back to the skies. 
With anyone else, I would ordinarily squash this conversation before it materialized. With Eclipse, I didn’t find it necessary to put a wall up.
“You made your peace with God’s snobbery and I made peace with God’s shortcomings. And as far as having nothing of substance growing up . . . ” I laughed, looking at him jokingly. “I make do with what I have. In my mind, I have two hands, two legs, and a pretty sizeable brain—I’ll live.”   
He smiled favorably at me, impressed and strangely proud of my answer. Eclipse wasn’t the type who dwelled in the pitfalls that life had thrown at him. He was the type who got up, fought back, and beat it down without mercy. I realized I must’ve gone up a notch in his book simply for not complaining.
“Your survival instincts aren’t so bad after all, Teacup,” he mused with soft approval.
“Do you miss your eldest brother?” I initiated abruptly. 
I knew it was a personal question, and ordinarily with our relationship, we tried to keep it on the superficial layer. However, since he was able to get me to open up about my screwed up upbringing, I rationalized it was only fair that he showed me the same courtesy.
It was my turn to get to know him on a deeper level.



 
 
 
 
 
 
“To rule over creation again.”

24: The Curse
 
I had doubts that he would actually answer me. 
To my surprise, Eclipse gave me the same concession I gave him: honesty. 
“A lot,” he answered quietly. A thoughtful expression etched across his face. There was genuine reverence present in his gaze at the thought of his eldest brother. He took a second to recall something and added, “He was the first person I saw when I was born.”
“Really?” I marveled, fascination tingeing my face. I hadn’t expected this interesting detail. 
 “He was the first to welcome me into the new world,” he confirmed, staring at the sparkling sky. “He was the first, and then it was followed by the rest of my brothers.” 
“How did he get captured by the Angels?” I further inquired, sincerely curious as to how such a travesty could occur. Eclipse, even in his dimmed state, was already such a powerful Demon. I couldn’t fathom a Royal Demon—at their full power—being easy prey to conquer. 
“I don’t know the exact details,” he replied, his voice sounding distracted. His eyes were fixated on the incandescent moon. “All I know is that he was tricked and overpowered by a very powerful Angel.”
“Have you tried to get him out?”
“I’ve tried plenty of things, but no matter how powerful a Royal Demon may be, we are no match for the Archangels.”
An uneasy sensation sliced through me at the mention of Archangels. It didn’t escape me that, just like the Demons who were after my blood and heart, these powerful entities were a threat to my existence simply because they were trained to execute me without mercy. Other humans may be comforted by their existence, but I was damned by it. In an effort to diffuse my emerging fears, I thrust those morbid thoughts away and asked something else.
“What will you do if you can’t find Genesis’ missing items to defeat the Archangels? From what you’ve told me, you’ll need to find these items if you even want a chance of defeating them. What if you can’t find them?”
“I will find them,” he declared with the utmost resolution. “If I cannot find them right now, then I will figure out a way. An eternity is a long time. I’m sure I’ll find a way.”
“Wait a second.” My brows bunched together when another odd thought assaulted my mind. His previous words about his eldest brother acted as a flashing neon sign to me. 
“He was the first person I saw when I was born.”
“You remembered who you first saw?” I spluttered, belatedly processing how peculiar this was. My eyes rounded in wonder. “How is it possible that you remember who you first saw when you were born?”
Eclipse’s lips slid upwards; he was amused with my query.
“The thing you must remember about us Royal Demons is that we do not follow the same life cycle as humans. My father did not believe in giving us lives; he believed in giving us purposes in life. We were never given the opportunity to grow up with the world, to have our own views on life. Instead, since the day of our births, we all woke up like this—in this current form. Other Demons age as the centuries pass, but we are the fixtures of this world, the statues that will never erode.” 
For an instant, I thought I detected regret in his voice. 
His focus roamed over the rocks lying beside us. “We weren’t created to live our own lives, but to carry out the purpose of his creation for us.” Quiet laughter streamed from him. “He dropped the ball with me though.”
“What do you mean?”
“From Gluttony to Sloth and to myself, his powerful yet smaller and more indulgent sins, his powers over us are very scarce. Unlike Pride, Wrath, Envy, and Greed, he did not have as much power to bestow his upbringing unto us. This is the primary reason why Tony is consumed with himself as opposed to being extremely obedient to my father. This is why Sloth couldn’t care less if I attempted to overthrow his monarchy, and why I am so . . . rebellious. His strength was stronger with our eldest brothers, but by the time it reached his younger sons, it was barely enough to keep him alive.” 
He shrugged, the amusement in his voice never faltering. 
“He basically didn’t have enough authority to ‘discipline’ us before he went away.”
“Lucky for you then,” I murmured, understanding now why Eclipse was able to get away with being rebellious as opposed to being loyal and obedient to his father. 
Lucifer was able to impress his discipline over his older sons, thereby ensuring their loyalty to him, but he couldn’t manage such a feat with the remaining three—ergo Eclipse’s propensity to think for himself rather than following his father’s wishes. 
“Very lucky for you,” Eclipse retorted fondly, his eyes meeting mine. “Can you imagine what I’d be like if I only listened to my father’s wishes? Can you imagine if instead of doting on you, I tortured you with the hatred he has for your kind?”
I flinched at the possibility of Eclipse harboring any other disposition for me. 
“No,” I lied. I could easily imagine him with another crueler personality, but I tried not to. Though he could be better, I liked the personality he had now. I’d rather be doted on than be tortured. As displayed by him at the inn with those Demons, his wrath was not something I wanted to entertain thoughts about. 
A faint smile framed the corner of his lips. His gentle expression conveyed that he couldn’t entertain thoughts of hurting me either. “Me too.”
I returned his smile as several birds flew overhead and disappeared into the canopy of trees.
“Do you miss Hell?” I asked after a long while, the peaceful ambiance making me more curious about him. 
For as long as we had known one another, we had either been surrounded by people, standing on a building above an entire city of people, or stuck in a rural countryside distracted by the storms of life. This was the first night we were away from civilization, away from the storms, and away from all the distractions. It felt like a safer place to ask my questions.
Eclipse pondered my query. 
“I miss my powers,” he finally answered.
I nodded with slight disappointment. I should’ve known he was going to give me a generic answer. I was hoping to get an answer of substance as opposed to one of obviousness. 
“I would be able to spoil you more if I wasn’t a Fallen Demon,” he added when he saw the disappointment on my face. I imagined he must’ve taken the hint that I wanted a more significant answer because, even though there was reluctance in the fluctuation of his voice, he continued to elaborate. He turned back to the stream, a sense of regret flowing out of him as he brooded over his own answer. “I feel very . . . incapable right now. I feel like no matter what I do, I can never reach my fullest potential. It is all very limiting. I’ve never felt like this before. I feel so weak, so insignificant, so—”
“Human?” 
His bitter smile was confirmation that I was correct. 
For a Royal Demon who was used to bending the laws of physics to his will, the physical limitations of a human body were downright consternating to him. 
I suppose there was a reason why Eclipse brought up the physical limitations of his current state, but being distracted by the tranquil world I was in, I didn’t think too much of it. 
Another long pause flowed between us before Eclipse vocalized something so scandalous that it nearly gave me a heart attack.
“Hug me, Teacup.”
“What?!” I squeaked, sitting up incredulously. I fixed him with a disapproving gaze, my eyes burning with accusation. “Didn’t you just make me a promise?” 
“I promised you I wouldn’t make any sexual advances on you, but this is a health related issue.” He pointed at his naked upper body. “I’m freezing here. I ran out without repacking my clothes into my backpack because of you.”
My nostrils flared at his “health related issue” that involved me hugging him. “Is this why you made that comment about feeling like you’re human? Because you’re trying to use it to take advantage of me?”
“No, of course not,” he replied innocently. There was an ethereal glow to him that made him look divine. I resented that even the moon favored his existence. “I really meant it.” 
“Hug yourself,” I snapped huffily, moving further to the edge of the rock to put some distance between us. Suddenly, sleeping on the ground next to OinkOink felt safer than sleeping next to this dangerous Demon.
“You have to hug me, Teacup,” he responded just as petulantly. From the grin tugging at his lips, I could tell he was trying hard not to crack up when he saw the horror on my face. He drawled on, his disposition serious. “I’m cold. I’m going to go into hibernation mode if you don’t.”
“Are you serious?” I uttered in escalated horror.
“Yeah,” he plowed on without qualms. “I’m in a fragile state right now. My body already hurts from hiking. If I put anymore stress on it—like make it freeze to death—then it’s going to go into hibernation mode to protect me.”
I cut him a skeptical glance. “I don’t believe you.”
“Don’t hug me for the night then,” he replied, his features pulsing with admonishment, “and we’ll see tomorrow morning if you’ll regret it or not when I go into a coma again. You remember how fun that was for you last time, Gracie? Would you want that to happen while we’re in the middle of the wilderness?”
“Bah!” I finally capitulated, plastering myself over his chest and hugging him to shut him up. 
It would be a lie to say that I wasn’t consumed with lust when I did hug him. The heat from his body jumped over me, willing me to let loose and enjoy his body heat while we were outside in the cold. I tried to fight it off, to prevent lust from penetrating my senses. The plan didn’t work because all I could feel were the hard planes of his lean body. It was distracting, to say the least.  
“You’re warm, you liar,” I observed, my arms wrapped around him while my cheek rested on his sternum. 
“I’m cold inside,” he informed me in a matter-of-fact tone before hooking his arms around me and wrapping me closer. It was his unspoken way of telling me that I couldn’t take back my hug. I wasn’t going anywhere for the night.
I should’ve reprimanded him for doing this, but I didn’t say anything because it felt nice to sleep on his chest. Although the bathrobe was warm, being this close to him made me feel as though I was cooped up beside a fire. It was dangerous, but it also made me feel safe. 
“You have a heart,” I noted absently, listening to the rhythmic beating within his chest.
“I am a living being, Teacup,” he murmured lightheartedly. 
I didn’t say anything. I merely continued to lie there while I listened to the drumming of his heart. It was staggering to actually listen to his heartbeat. It may sound silly, but all this time, I still found him to be surreal. It was strange to digest that he wasn’t a fantasy; he was inarguably real. 
“You haven’t had your first kiss, have you?” he asked offhandedly, his fingers gingerly gliding through my damp hair.
I smirked, resting my chin on his chest and tilting my eyes at him. “Didn’t we talk about this earlier in the day?”
“You told me that one of your exes broke up with you because you wouldn’t give him more than a peck on the cheek.” He smiled, bringing a finger up and tracing the curvature of my lips. “It made me realize that you’ve never kissed anyone either.” A chuckled flowed from his chest. “It made me wonder if you have a reason for holding out for so long.”
I expelled a breath, briefly looking away to the stream. 
“It’s a long story,” I mumbled quietly, not wanting to get into it. This night was already far too sentimental for me. I wasn’t too keen on making myself more vulnerable for the night. 
“That’s the beauty of eternity,” Eclipse drawled, catching his hand underneath my chin and tipping my face to meet his. His eyes rippled with gentle persuasiveness. “I’ve got nothing but time.”
There was something in the way he looked at me that melted my defenses. Oddly, lying there with Eclipse in the middle of nowhere, I felt safe opening up and letting some things off my chest. Our relationship was a two-way road. Since he opened up about how he grew up, I had to do the same. It was only fair. 
“You know that I grew up alone,” I began pensively, reverting back to a childhood I didn’t want to relive. A lump wedged itself in my throat as I continued to speak. “The big misconception people have with sadistic humans like me is that they think all of us are very indifferent and emotionless people.” I sighed. “Sometimes I wonder about that too. I wonder if I was more disturbed and more sadistic, then perhaps I wouldn’t be so miserable.” 
I swallowed tightly, a pit forming in my stomach as I relived one of the most depressing times of my life. I broke eye contact. My chin was on his chest, but my eyes were back on the stream. I could open up, but I couldn’t look directly at him when I was so vulnerable. 
As I spoke, I could sense his eyes on me. 
“It’s not a nice feeling to grow up knowing that you’re sick in the head and there’s nothing you can do to help yourself. It’s not a nice feeling to beg God for help and to have him ignore you, and it’s not a nice feeling to know that you will never fit in this world. I feel very cursed.” 
I paused to steady the twisting of my insides. 
“In high school, I was really lonely. I was severely depressed so I took comfort in food. From that, I grew more and more overweight. I was made fun of in school and I became more miserable and I ended up eating more. I got stuck in a vicious cycle that I couldn’t escape from. But there was one thing that made me feel normal.”
“What?” he asked, his hand sifting through my hair. 
“Watching fairytale movies.” At the reminder of the one shining star in my life, I was ready to face him without feeling so helpless and forlorn. My eyes grew warmer when I spoke about the salvation I found as a child. “My world can spin in chaos and I can hate everything about my life, but when I watch my favorite fairytale movies, everything suspends itself. In that moment, everything in my big bad world is okay again. Slowly but surely, I found myself aspiring to be like all those princesses . . .” I laughed when I caught the wave of amusement in his luminescent eyes. “I know, I know. Nearly every little girl aspires to have her own fairytale story, but it truly became a big part of my life.” 
“What was your favorite movie?” he asked, surprising me with an unusually sensitive side. I thought he’d make some smartass comment about my “therapy” growing up, so I was surprised that he displayed continued interest in my story.  
“Snow White,” I answered without the slightest hesitation. Endearment teemed in my voice at the mention of my favorite fairytale of all. 
Knowledge bloomed in his eyes. Although it didn’t appear he was entirely familiar with the story, Eclipse was shrewd enough to ascertain something else. 
“Is that the reason why you rented a cottage in the woods?” he questioned slowly. “Because of Snow White?” 
I nodded bashfully, unable to conceal my dim smile. 
“In the story, after Snow White ran through the woods to escape her stepmother’s murderous wrath, she stumbled upon a cottage tucked in the middle of nowhere. When I was researching, I saw this cottage and I nearly went into cardiac arrest because it reminded me of the one from Snow White. If anything, it’s actually more beautiful.” Soft laughter poured from me. “I couldn’t resist coming here for your birthday.”
“Why was Snow White your favorite fairytale?”
 “It was the first fairytale I watched,” I shared after a thoughtful pause, “and it was the first fairytale that I was able to relate my life to.” I smiled sadly at his quizzical gaze before adding, “The reason why I turn to those fairytales is because I truly believed that I have been cursed.” 
I could see that he was still confused with my answer. 
The Demon could pretend to be human all he wanted, but he did not possess the necessary human emotions to understand my pain—or my desperation.
“In the movie,” I went on faintly, “when Snow White ate the poisonous apple, she became cursed by the witch. She fell into a deep sleep and nothing could awaken her. Everyone around her had given up hope that she’d wake up again. In her time of despair, her Prince arrived. He came along on his white horse and when he saw that she had been cursed, he hurried to her side. As a heartbroken gesture, he leaned down and kissed her. After he did this, something miraculous happened: she woke up. She had been freed from her curse. She was freed because of her true love’s kiss—because of his love for her.”
I grinned softly when I saw that Eclipse was beginning to understand what I was saying. 
Spurred on by his understanding, I continued. “I figured that if and when I find my true love, he will be the one to save me from this sadism and this curse that has swept over my life. He will save me with his kiss and most importantly, with his love. In a world filled with people who will judge me, he won’t give up on me and will love me unreservedly.” I laughed warily, my eyes flickering back to Eclipse’s. “That’s why I’ve been having trouble with the exes, because none of them have been able to ‘save’ me.” 
I tried to smile past the tears that were threatening to blur my vision. 
“I’m still cursed. I’m still asleep from an evil entity’s spell and I’m still waiting to be awoken. I’m still waiting to be made human again—to be saved by my true love.” I uneasily shook my head, stunned that I was confiding this much to him. “There you have it. There’s really no earthshattering reason why I’m a virgin and why I haven’t had my first kiss. I’m just another simple human girl with unrealistic, fairytale expectations.” I studied him awkwardly, suddenly feeling like I shouldn’t have told him so much. “You think this is all dumb, don’t you?”
Thoughtfulness encased his understanding face. “I’m on a quest to bring war upon Heaven and Hell,” he provided warmly. “I’m not in a position to judge someone for having unrealistic expectations.” When I forced a smile, despite how uncomfortable I was from opening up, he quietly asked, “Is that why you’re so adamant about keeping your soul? Because getting your entire soul back will mean that you’re saved?”
I nodded proudly. 
“There’s finally a loophole in my quest now. I don’t have to wait for anyone to save me anymore. I will be able to save myself.” My eyes fixed onto his. “I know you still don’t understand why I’d want to stay human when I have so many things coming after me, but you have to understand that I’ve grown up my entire life hating the person that I am. And now, I finally see hope. It’s not just about being human; it’s about being able to really live my life.” 
I let out a hopeful breath. 
“I would die happy knowing that I’d finally be graced with something every other human has: a soul. My fairytale dreams would finally come true and I’d finally be saved from my curse. Even if I die right after I get my soul, I’d feel lucky because I’d finally get my happily ever after.” 
He nodded quietly, even though I knew that he didn’t fully comprehend the emotions rushing through me. If anything, I could tell he wasn’t pleased that there was such an elaborate reason behind my stubbornness to keep my soul. It only made his quest to attain my soul more difficult.
A realization occurred to him after he took a second to evaluate me. His expression lit up with excitement. 
“I’m a Prince,” he announced, as if I didn’t know.
“Of Hell,” I amended when I saw where he was headed.
“I will be the one to give you your soul back,” he went on, his eyes illuming mischievously.
“So you can take it from me later on,” I corrected with restrained amusement. 
“With all that said,” he continued, purposely ignoring my comments, “in your fairytale rule book, it means that I get your first kiss because I’m going to save you from your curse.”
“You’re twisting my dreams to your advantage,” I accused lightly.
“I’m molding them to cooperate with reality,” he countered with just as much amusement. “In the end, I will be the one to give you back your soul, so in retrospect, it is only right that I get your first kiss.”
“No way, Demon,” I rejected, breaking eye contact. “I’m not breaking my rule for you.”
He chuckled before bringing my face to meet him again. He was quiet for a short time, merely staring at me. Then, he broke the silence and asked something that felt out of place. 
“Would you miss me if I returned to my Kingdom and never came back? If I somehow figure out a loophole to the deal I made?”
I found myself blinking a mile a minute, perplexed by this random question. I mused over it for several heartbeats before I said, “I suppose.”
Eclipse nodded, gently stroking my cheek.
“What?” I asked, eyeing him curiously when all he did was stare at me with continued adoration.
He simply smiled. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m glad that you’re cursed.” When I gave him a hard look, he hastened to add, “If you weren’t, then it must mean that you’ve finally found your Prince Charming—it must mean that I can no longer keep you to myself.”
I remained quiet because I didn’t know how to respond.
He smirked at my silence, his eyes continuing to search my face. 
“Whoever your future true love is,” he said slowly, almost regretfully, “he’s going to be one lucky bastard.”
“Why?”
“Because he got the girl the Demon of Lust is pining after.”
I drew in a deep, careful breath. 
Even though I instructed it not to, my heart galloped at his simple yet impactful words. An unfamiliar bout of emotions washed over me, rendering me completely speechless. How could a woman respond to something like that, especially when the words affected me more than I would like them to?
Following that statement, acting as though his own words meant nothing more to him, Eclipse favored me with another heart-stopping smile before he closed his eyes.  
He was done with human talk for the night. 
“Good night, Snow White,” he murmured before he began to drift into an ocean of dreams.
Gradually, as the stream continued to flow beside us, Eclipse fell asleep. While lying there and listening to his heartbeat, the heavy veil of slumber began to weigh over my eyes as well. As I found myself drifting, his words washed over me. I had become so used to him that I kind of figured that just like OinkOink, I’d get to keep him for as long as I wanted. 
“Would you miss me if I returned to my Kingdom and never came back?”
I mulled over his question with more thought. As I felt his heart beat in his chest, I came to the startling conclusion that I would—I would miss him if he left me.
Life would certainly be a bore if Eclipse left me here all alone. 
I shook my head at myself, not liking the strange attachment I was forming for him. It made me feel too vulnerable. The last thing I should be attached to was a Demon. Convinced that I was running on an exhausted mind, I forced myself to embrace the thoughtlessness of sleep. 
I would miss him, but just like anything else in my life, I would get over it. 
I was fine before he came into my life, and I would be fine if and when he left it.



 
 
 
 
 
 
“The bible forgot about us.”

25: Lucifer’s Rose
 
I had a dream that I was kissing Eclipse.
It was probably because I talked about Snow White before I went to sleep. All that invaded my mind was the kiss from my dream world. It wasn’t from a Prince, it wasn’t from my future husband, and it wasn’t even from my true love. It was from Eclipse—my sin, my temptation, and my anti-hero. 
His silky soft lips were caressing mine and my insides were going haywire. I couldn’t get enough. I couldn’t believe it. He was kissing me and there were no repercussions. My nose wasn’t bleeding in the slightest. There was no pain and no danger. It was so perfect . . . so magnificent . . . so . . . slobbery?
Eclipse?
I thought, whimpering as his handsome face started to fade from my vision. 
Suddenly the kiss wasn’t perfect anymore, and how could this be? Consciousness made its way back to me in small degrees. Frazzled, I opened my eyes, half expecting to see Eclipse’s gorgeous face. Instead I was faced with . . . OinkOink?
Standing on my boobs, with the sun lurking vibrantly behind him, OinkOink was panting and barking in delight, kissing my lips and licking my chin.
“OinkOink! What are you doing?!” I shrieked, getting up when I realized that he was the “hot Demon” I was kissing in my dreams. He gleefully jumped off my chest and scuttled off. “Oh gosh, I can’t believe it was you all along!”
From the corner of my eye, I saw that OinkOink had happily bounced back to Eclipse. The Demon was sitting on the edge of the rock we were sharing. He wore the biggest grin on his face when OinkOink came near him. 
“OinkOink,” he teased, picking OinkOink up with playfulness. The puppy wiggled in excitement as he struggled to shower Eclipse with the same affection he had gifted me. “OinkOink, you lucky little bastard,” he murmured, holding OinkOink up with both hands. “You got to kiss Teacup’s lips before I did.” He laughed, his eyes traveling from my blushing face back to OinkOink. “How was she, champ? Was she a good kisser?”
“Arf! Arf!” OinkOink barked, as if in approval.
“Did you make OinkOink kiss me?” I asked, wiping my lips with the sleeves of my bathrobe.
“Well, I was tempted to kiss you,” he admitted lazily, now holding OinkOink to his chest, “but then I grabbed OinkOink and had him do it for me instead.” His smoky eyes appraised me carefully. “Who were you dreaming of, Teacup?”
My eyes rounded on him quizzically. The engine of my mind was still in the process of revving to life. “Huh?” 
“You said to OinkOink, ‘It was you all along.’” A shrewd brow crept up in curiosity. “Who were you supposed to be kissing?”
“My future husband,” I lied immediately, embarrassed that I had been dreaming about him. 
Eclipse cocked his head in open suspicion. A sheen of doubt cloaked his brown eyes. I thought he was going to call me out, but fortunately, he simply let it go. 
He got up from the rocks, his face momentarily grimacing in pain. 
“You ready to head back?” he grunted, tiredly stretching his back.
I bounced my head, getting up and unexpectedly yelping to the skies. It dawned on me as to why he was in pain. 
“Ow! Ow!”
My entire body was aching after sleeping on the rocks the entire night. I could barely move my muscles without jets of pain coursing through my joints. 
“Let me get ready first,” I breathed out, stuffing my bathrobe into my backpack before setting out to hike through the forest with Eclipse. 
We walked ever so slowly this time because of how sore our bodies were.
“How was your sleep?” Eclipse enquired as OinkOink leapt ahead of us to explore the wilderness.
“Okay,” I said evasively, omitting that I had dreamt about him. I regarded him awkwardly, subtly shifting the topic away from anything pertaining to my dreams. I didn’t want to accidentally admit anything mortifying. “How was yours?”
“Awful,” he confessed bluntly. “I kept waking up.” A groan passed through his lips as he stretched out his arms. “You humans have an awful life. Simple physical exertion has never mattered to me, but now it is my only ailment. How do you live with such limitations?”
“We try not to push ourselves past our capacity if we can help it,” I uttered, miserably stretching my neck to relieve the aches in my body. Bitterly, I admitted, “I’m really sore . . .”
His playful eyes narrowed on me. “It was your idea to put us through this hell. Why didn’t we just drive up here, Teacup?”
My features tightened. Even though he was vocalizing his contempt under joking pretenses, I was highly aware that it was his true opinion. This irked me.
 “In my research, the people who booked this trip said that the experience could only be fully appreciated if we did everything that was offered on these mountains. I thought the hiking would be fun. I mean, didn’t you find it peaceful? Didn’t you at least find the view to be amazing?”
“To be honest I saw nothing. I was just tempted to jump off the cliff to end my misery.”
I glowered at his comment. Enraged, I enacted my immature revenge by announcing something that I should’ve kept as a surprise. “Well, you better rest up, birthday boy, because we’re not even close to being done.”
He snapped his head in my direction, his teasing personality disappearing at the idea of having to hike up any more mountains. “Are you serious?”
My head bobbed up and down. “Yeah. This is only the midway point.” I pointed at the distance where we could see the apex of another mountain. “Tomorrow, when we’re both well-rested and when I’m done with my homework, we’re going to climb up that mountain. Once we reach the summit, you’ll be able to say that I gave you the most amazing birthday weekend you’ve ever had.”
He snorted resentfully before continuing ahead of me. “You’re lucky you have me in the palm of your hand.”
By now, the cottage had appeared in view. We had, at long last, made it back.  
“What do you mean?” I asked, bouncing after him.
Dark laughter flowed from him. “If not, I would’ve tied you to that tree for speaking such blasphemous things. You humans are crazy. I’m nearly dying here and you want me to suffer some more?” He scoffed, breaking into a sprint. “Unbelievable. You can go hiking yourself, Teacup. I’m done.”
“But I did all of this for your birthday!” I cried, picking up the pace and chasing after him. “You can’t make me hike alone. That’s just cruel.”
“Shouldn’t I get to make the executive decisions on whether or not I want to participate?” he asked instead.
I faked a pout. “Why are you being mean to me?”
“Oh, Jesus,” he muttered under his breath once we reached the cottage’s front door. 
Misery shaped his face at the sight of my despondency. It was blatantly obvious that one of Eclipse’s greatest weaknesses was seeing me upset.
“I’m resting first,” he stated instead, bulldozing into the cottage. “Then we’ll see.”
Satisfied that my guilt-tripping worked, I concealed a triumphant giggle and followed him into the cottage. Once we entered, it didn’t take us long to run to our respective rooms. Eclipse and I split up in the hallway, plopped onto our beds, and slept there for God knows how long. I was positive we both went into the exhausted human version of “hibernation mode” because the next thing I knew, I had woken up from being buried in a midst of flowery-embroidered pillows. 
Fighting between the realms of dreams and reality, I peered out the window and registered that nighttime had fallen. The light on the mini-bridge was lit, the decorative lights surrounding the awning of the cottage glowed, and the world just illumed to life. I thought the cottage looked gorgeous under the sun’s kiss, but it looked even more magical under the moonlight.
Wondering where Eclipse was, I groggily poked my head into the hall and walked out to find him playing with OinkOink in his room. Eclipse, who was wearing a gray pinstriped dress shirt and black slacks, was teaching the little pup new tricks. The fireplace was crackling behind them, the candles were lit, and the smell of fresh peppermint flowed across the room. 
“Sit,” Eclipse commanded, and OinkOink did just that. “Bang.” OinkOink pretended to lie on the ground like he had been shot. “Roll over.” OinkOink rolled over like he was a little piggy. “Paw.” OinkOink got up, lifted one front leg, and paw-fived Eclipse. “Now make noises like a pig.” OinkOink whimpered and the closest sound it resembled was a dying pig.
A warm smile slid across my lips. It was the most endearing sight to see Eclipse do something so . . . human. Not wanting to disturb them—and excited to continue making this weekend special for my semi-friend’s birthday—I tiptoed away from his room and went into my bedroom to change before resuming with the night.
In the reviews of the cottage, people said that they enjoyed picking flowers and fresh produce from the garden. Since I wanted to prepare a really special dinner for Eclipse, I figured I’d go pick fresh flowers for the centerpiece of the dinner table. Eager to get started, I grabbed a basket, a pair of garden scissors, and went outside. 
The garden outside the cottage was exquisite. It was filled with scores upon scores of brightly colored roses. There was even a greenhouse in the back. Considering it was fall, I was amazed that there was so much life out here. I went to the greenhouse to pick out some fresh vegetables before returning outside to take my time with the flowers. 
“Is the birthday planner out here to devise more ways to make my birthday more miserable?” asked Eclipse’s humorous voice from behind me.
Heat crept up my cheeks when I turned and saw him. His striking face glowed underneath the moon as he approached me. In this setting, he truly looked like he belonged in a fantasy world. 
I turned away from him to keep from drooling.
“Why did you participate in the hike if you were that miserable?” I asked, keeping my eyes firmly on the roses. He had to have enjoyed some parts of it if he hiked with me for that long.
“Isn’t that what human boyfriends are supposed to do?” he mused fondly. “Pretend to go along with their girlfriend’s birthday surprise, even if it sucks?”
My skin flamed when I sensed him stepping closer to me, his towering body invading my personal space. 
“You’re not my boyfriend and you’re not human,” I deadpanned uneasily, faintly moving forward to put some distance between us. I managed a fraction of an inch before the thorns from the rose bush pinched me.
Eclipse gave a strained laugh, subtly inching closer. He gently leaned over me, causing my body to tingle with hesitant excitement. 
His warm breath feathered around me. “What are you up to right now, Teacup?”
“Picking flowers to decorate the dinner table . . .”
“Take a break and have a drink with me.”
I turned, wondering what he meant. My eyes inflated to the size of golf balls when I noticed the Jack Daniel’s bottle in his possession. “Where did you get that?”
“I packed my own emergency kit,” he answered, and I distinctly recalled him and Phix leaving earlier in the morning to go buy something for the trip. I guess this was the “emergency” supply he purchased for his birthday weekend with me. 
I glowered, offended that he anticipated the need for alcohol to get through the weekend. “You’re drinking already?”
“Well, I need something to help me through this strange ass experience,” he mocked coolly. He laughed and raised the bottle. The long sleeves of his shirt were rolled up to his forearms, showing off the tendons of his muscled arms. Equally as enticing were the sounds coming from the contents of the bottle. The rich whiskey swished coaxingly, urging me to take a sip. “You know you’re craving this as well, Gracie.”
I was. It had been a very tiring day. My joints hurt and my muscles were sore. I was mentally chastising myself for not bringing emergency alcohol of my own, so I was relieved that Eclipse offered me his. Desperation suffocating me, I took the bottle and drank my exhaustion away.
After downing my fair share, I handed him the bottle, wiping the outer corners of my lips with the back of my hand. For several slow heartbeats, Eclipse merely stared at me as I did this. In that breathtaking second, I thought he was going to lean down and wipe the alcohol away with his own lips. Instead, he took the bottle from me and took his own swig. He then diverted his attention to the basket in my grasp.
“Here . . . let me help,” he offered, grabbing the flower basket and holding it for me.
He quietly inclined his head, indicating that I should resume what I was doing. 
I gave him a hesitant look as the alcohol laced my system. Once I determined that there was nothing sexually threatening about the gesture, I continued to scope out the prettiest flowers to cut. 
Spying a pretty pink flower in the back, I stood on my tiptoes and struggled to reach for it. 
As if on cue, Eclipse pressed his muscular body behind me, sending sparks of electricity to chafe my skin. I froze when his hot breath glided over my hair. He leaned in, pulled at the stem of the rose I wanted, and guided it inside the scissor blades. 
Heart drumming feverishly in my chest, I cut the stem. 
Snip.
Easing away from me, like he wasn’t intentionally trying to seduce me, Eclipse deposited the flower into the basket and waited patiently for me to make my next selection.
I peeked at him over my shoulder, wondering if he was deliberately trying to seduce me. When I saw that he was simply standing there, giving me a blank look, I hoarded those silly thoughts aside and went back to my flower picking. 
With heat shrouding over me, I continued to shakily pick my flowers with Eclipse standing behind me, driving me crazy with his presence. I thought it was my imagination, but when I tested out the theory by leaning in to choose another hard-to-get rose, I felt him lean his body into mine again. His hand grazing ever so slowly over mine, he reached over, grabbed the stem, and moved it closer for me to cut. 
I breathlessly snipped the flower before he dropped it into the basket, waiting patiently for me to make my next pick. Lost in a daze because I was becoming incredibly turned on by whatever the heck he was doing, I continued to make my choices, sometimes purposely picking the hard-to-reach ones because I wanted to prolong the unspoken game we were playing. 
Almost sinuously, the flower picking became fluid for us. 
His body towered over me, and every time I reached in to cut a flower, he’d lean in, scarcely gliding his sculpted body atop of mine. The movements became hypnotizing. I was so confounded with the subtle tease that by the time we reached our thirteenth flower, I knew that I couldn’t let the sexually tensed silence overpower us any longer. I had to do something to break myself out of this spell.  
“Why don’t blue roses exist?” I asked thoughtlessly, reaching in for another flower. Even amid the lust I was experiencing, I hadn’t forgotten about the blue rose he had gifted me.
His fingers skimmed over mine as he grabbed the pink rose and placed it into the basket. 
“Who says they don’t exist?” he murmured distantly. For a second, I thought I felt his lips linger on my bare shoulder.
I reeled back, surprised by what he said and jarred to life by the feel of his mouth on my skin. Swallowing roughly, I fought past the tremors overtaking me and said, “I’ve never seen a real one.”
His lips curved up into a devilish grin. “Just because you’ve never seen one doesn’t mean that it doesn’t exist.”
I crouched down, inspecting the roses there. I was no longer paying attention to the flowers before me. All I cared about was this flirtatious interlude. 
“They actually exist?”
“Yes,” he replied, crouching down beside me. He began to stroke my bare arms, causing rivers of goose bumps to erupt in the wake of his touch. “They just don’t exist for you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, reaching for another rose. 
“Blue was my father’s favorite color,” he whispered, the sinful heat of him smoothing along the skin of my neck. 
With the patience of an expert lover, he delicately eased my hair over one side of my shoulder. Suddenly the pink strapless dress I wore felt too promiscuous in the company of someone like Eclipse. Once he bared enough of my skin to his satisfaction, he reached in and dutifully assisted me in acquiring the flower I wanted. As he did this, he resumed with his tale, his hypnotic voice dancing like a soft symphony in the cool night. 
“And the rose was his favorite flower. In the beginning, when God created the world, my father was purported to have said to God, ‘Keep the blue rose for me, Father. Let your creation be blessed with everything else. So much of what you will gift them will be impossible for a being like me, so let me have something that their world will never have. Let me have the one thing they will always dream of.’”
I faced him once we stood up, a cloud of desire billowing around me. I was not only enraptured by him, but also by the story he was sharing. 
“The blue rose actually exists?”
His doting fingers traced over the column of my neck. His eyes darkened with a fevered hunger that mirrored the look a lover might give to his woman before he took her to bed. “Where’s the rose I gave you?”
“That – that was real?” I gasped, feeling my knees grow weak. “I thought it was a dyed rose. I thought you gave it in order to mock me.”
“I was—partly.” He spared another distracted glance at my lips before asking, “Where is it, Teacup?”
In fear of him being able to read the yearning in my eyes, I turned away and resumed with my flower picking.
“Trash,” I breathed out at once, reaching out for a red rose.
Eclipse bent down to help me. Just as I snipped the stem, his teeth caught my earlobe. He nibbled on it, causing me to gasp with unexpected approval. Shortly thereafter, with the effortlessness of the wind, he eased himself away, continuing to help me pick roses and acting as though he hadn’t touched me at all. 
He continued to speak, the sexual magnetism of him weakening my defenses. I was melting like butter on hot toast. 
“Liar,” he stated simply.
“I threw it away,” I shakily insisted. My earlobe was tingling from the intense attention it received from Eclipse.
“Lie to me again and I’m ripping this dress off.”
“In the bottom drawer of my closet shelf,” I answered quickly, fearing that if he ripped off my dress, I’d lose all sense of control. I struggled to pick another flower, foolishly thinking that ignoring what he was doing to me would save me from his captivating spell. “I kept it dried because I thought it was pretty.”
A charismatic laugh issued from him. I felt him leave a line of butterfly kisses on my shoulder blades as we cut another flower. The light caress of his lips had my breath lodging in my lungs. Much like the few times before that, he removed his teasing lips from my skin and eased himself away, leaving me to long after him like an addict. I couldn’t believe how much I was yearning for his next touch. 
“I was hoping you’d keep lying to me,” he crooned huskily, his body tensing with regret. It took me a while to register that he was hoping that I’d keep lying so he could rip my dress off. It took all my willpower to not tell another lie so that his threat could come to fruition.
Whimpering quietly, I tried other means to assuage the desire coursing through me. I thought about the blue rose in my room and felt my heart race. I couldn’t wrap my brain around the fact that something so unobtainable was given to me.
“It’s actually real?” I uttered in continued disbelief. 
I felt disoriented, both from our conversation and my desperation for his touches.
Seized with lustful thirst, I struggled to find another flower so he’d butter me up with attention again. Ugly ones or pretty ones, none of it mattered anymore. All that mattered was the man behind me who was driving me crazy with his eroticism.
“I don’t give my woman knock-offs,” he crooned, helping me cut another flower. 
He continued to sensually nip at the skin of my bare shoulder. My body was so hot that I was surprised it hadn’t burned his tongue. But then again, he was the reservoir feeding oil to my fire—of course he wasn’t going up in flames. It was just me who was on the brink of imploding. 
“Everything I give you will be top of the line, one of a kind, and absolutely timeless.”
“Why’d you give it to me?”
“To mock you,” he revealed in amusement. This time, he didn’t edge away. He held me tight as I struggled to stand, his lips venturing to my other shoulder and giving it the same exquisite treatment. “Because you were chasing something so impossible. Nothing in this world embodies that more than the blue rose. Plus, I wanted you to have it; I wanted to be the one to give it to you. The blue rose may not exist for the rest of your fellow humans, but it exists for you.”
Delirious from all the attention he was showering me, I unthinkingly asked, “You wanted to give me the impossible?”
He laughed while he continued to leave a trail of hot kisses on my shoulders. “Don’t push it, Teacup. There was no intention of ‘love’ behind the gift. I wanted to give it to you because I wanted you to have something special from me.”
“I figured,” I voiced, feeling like I was about to pass out from the scorching heat. “I’m going to sell that flower.”
“Can’t happen,” he whispered hoarsely, moving his kisses upwards and finding my earlobe again. Like the wickedly sinful bastard he was, he nibbled on it again, driving me insane with his mouth. “Only one human can touch it and see it. It will self-destruct if anyone else sees it.”
“You placed a spell on it?”
“No,” he went on, nibbling harder. “I overrode the former spell on it. My father was a snob with your kind. It took me a while to figure out how to override his spell and take it out of Hell.”
“Give me another one.”
“Not possible,” he replied, reluctantly easing away from my earlobe. Surmising that I must’ve been parched, he offered me another drink from the whiskey bottle. “That was the last rose.”
My eyes bloomed, and I wasn’t sure if it was from shock or from the wonderment of everything Eclipse was doing to my body. “It was the last one?”
“Yes.”
“You gave me the last blue rose?” I asked, obediently drinking from the bottle so he’d keep answering my question. My joints felt so buttery that when I drank from the bottle, I advertently bumped my mouth against it as well, causing some whiskey to spill over my jaw and stream down my neck. “Why?”
“Because I am a hundred times better than your future husband,” Eclipse voiced roughly, his eyes darkening at the sight of alcohol dripping down my neck. From the desperation in his eyes, it looked like he was holding onto the last of his control as well. I thought he was able to hold himself back, but when the alcohol moved over my collarbone, it became the last straw for Eclipse. “Because I can give you everything that he won’t be able to give you,” he finished hoarsely, eyes amassing with need. 
Then, with the fervor of a starved man, all control was lost when his lips went for the stream of alcohol making its way down my collarbone.
Oh!
Brilliant arcs of pleasure canvassed my vision when his mouth ravaged the whiskey on my skin. All sensible thoughts were led astray. I dropped my garden scissors and my inhibitions along with them. 
With a guttural groan, Eclipse tossed the flower basket aside and pulled me tighter against his hot body. He raised me onto the tips of my toes and gave me the most dazzling rapture I had ever experienced. 
Desperate mewls expelled from my throat as a maelstrom of bliss besieged me. The more he kissed my neck, my collarbone, my shoulder . . . the more I grew insatiable. What occurred next felt like a blur—a brilliantly amazing blur. Before I could discern my actions, lust prevailed over me. I tugged on his shirt, ripped the fabric off, and felt all the buttons fly away. A chuckle of approval came from his steel chest. The sexiness of his laughter settled in my tummy, and I grew more ravenous. 
I wanted him so badly. 
That bastard was being wicked though. With a demonically sexy smile that would have a nun renouncing her chastity, the sinful Demon eased away from me, shaking his head and saying, “That’s all you’re getting tonight, Teacup.” 
I stared at him, furious at what he was doing to me. That bastard. He was getting his vengeance for all those times I denied his advances. Now that I was primed and ready, he was the one holding out. 
With a lascivious smirk edging his lips, Eclipse lazily drank from the whiskey bottle. The muscles on his upper body flexed and contracted with the simple movement. When he removed the bottle from his mouth, a small stream of whiskey slipped from the corner of his lips and coursed down his neck. The beautiful liquid glided down his chest and settled onto the muscled planes of his firm stomach. 
That was when the conflagration worsened inside me.  
I suddenly felt thirstier, and it was a thirst that only Eclipse could sate.
That sight became my undoing.
Mindless sexual attraction consuming me entirely, I propelled myself towards him without reservations. 
Bam!
As my body slammed into his, a triumphant laugh escaped from his chest. As though he had been waiting for me to lose control all along, he stood perfectly still. Then, his hands caressed my back as I stood on my tiptoes and moved my lips across his hardened body. I kissed his chest, bit his shoulders, nipped at his neck, and showered kisses all over his strong jaw. Every muscle on his body flexed and rippled as my fingers ran over his bare skin, as if coming alive just for me.  
After a few scorching seconds of giving me free reign, Eclipse relieved himself of the submissive state and took the lead. He was the alpha male. No one dominated him without him throwing it back tenfold. 
He took me into his arms, passionately tugged at my hair, and gifted me with open-mouth kisses on my neck that ignited a wildfire in my bloodstream. The hands in my hair were rough, but I could feel the gentleness of them as he tilted my head back, going back to worshipping my body with his heated kisses. 
Any normal girl would’ve retreated in fear because my current romp with Eclipse was the equivalent of challenging a lion in its own den, but I wasn’t afraid. If anything, his aggressiveness heightened my lust even more. I got so voracious that I even pulled at the short strands of his hair. My nails dug into his scalp while I tugged at the strands with appreciation. Any normal guy would have retreated from the biting pain, but Eclipse merely groaned in approval, seemingly becoming more and more turned on. 
“Take what you need, baby,” I thought I heard him say in my frenzied state. 
I did just that.
Having enough with standing on my tiptoes, I stripped the shirt off of him and pushed him to the ground with all my might. I wasn’t naïve enough to believe that he fell because of my strength. He went down strictly on his own accord.
We tumbled roughly onto the ground, where the sprinklers had just turned on, and I became an animal.
I climbed over him, bracketed my knees on either side of him, and continued to kiss every inch of his exquisite body. He tasted like the most potent and dangerous whiskey in existence. Every kiss caused the need within me to elevate more violently than the last. I had never been around something so addicting and so unearthly aphrodisiac. 
By now, I could see OinkOink running into the garden and whining as the water hit him, but I didn’t care. The only thing I cared about was Eclipse. 
My lust . . .
The scene that followed was passion—mindless and explosive passion.
I didn’t have full reign over Eclipse as much as I wanted because within a split second, I was on my back and he was rising above me, his savagely beautiful face primed above mine. He was a portrait of sensuality, the very essence of male virility. The air around us hummed with his heat and every morsel of him demanded my submission. 
And those lips, those tempting lips. They promised nothing short of divine pleasure. My own lips were parched and I had never wanted something more. Heeding my desperation, that decadent mouth drew down. I waited with bated breath as his lips feathered closer and closer to mine, bringing me further and further to the edge of insanity. 
Kiss me, my entranced heart begged as it thumped zealously. I don’t want to wait for Prince Charming anymore. I want you.
His eyes glittered lustfully. He leaned down, and when I thought he was going to kiss me, that signature smug smile graced his mouth. He slowly parted his lips, his next words throbbing with unmatched exhilaration.
“It seems that you have become immune to me, Teacup . . .”
Coherence surged in my inebriated blood.
The sensual fog I was in abruptly cleared when my rationale came deluging back to me. 
Crap. 
Oh crap.
I belatedly came to the realization that amid this sexual frenzy, I wasn’t having a nosebleed.
I regarded him in shock, aware that this anomaly had everything to do with him. 
“What – what did you do to me?” I spluttered, still feeling the controlled weight of his body on me, trapping me beneath him. 
Eclipse’s smoldering gaze became hotter. He leveled his body down, pressing himself over me and allowing me to feel every hard inch of his physique. And let me tell you, every hard inch of muscle was as firm as steel. 
“Do you remember the persimmon you ate?” 
“Yeah?”
His visage brightened with vivacity. “Let’s just say the elixir worked.” His carnal eyes appraised me appreciatively. “It has helped to protect your scent if your blood should leak out and it has helped to give you enough strength to handle me—to not suffer the consequences from being around me and all my . . . charms.”
My pulse raced at the thought of what could be powerful enough to give me the strength to withstand Eclipse’s “charms.” “What kind of elixir was that?”
He teasingly cocked his head. “What did Adam and Eve eat when they fell from grace?”
I gasped. “That was the forbidden fruit?” I was thunderstruck. “But – but I thought the forbidden fruit was an apple.”
“It is,” he mused leisurely. “The tree is filled with both apples and persimmons. I just happened to pick the persimmon. In any case . . .” 
He rose up, looking just like a beautiful God. 
“Last night, I promised that I wouldn’t throw any sexual advances at you unless you could handle it.” He laughed sensually, staring at all the parts of his body where I left teeth marks—basically where I left my lustful claim on him. “It’s pretty clear that you can handle me now, Gracie.”
Holy shit.
All of a sudden, being in a rose garden with him while drenched from the sprinklers seemed to be tempting the beast. 
My heart thumped wildly as I rose up and backed away from him, tugging on my strapless dress. Although I was fully dressed, the way he was looking at me made me feel naked.
All along, I had been protected by my fear of nosebleeds to keep from having sex with him. Now that the barrier had been breached, I was horrified to be confronted with something as tempting as sleeping with Eclipse—and not dying from it. 
The desperation for it scared me, and I couldn’t handle such pressure, especially not when I was still waiting for my future husband. Eclipse, as tempting as a fantasy he was, wasn’t going to be my reality. A human was my reality, not a Demon who would forget about me when my lifetime ended and his eternity continued on.
I had to get away.
I had to get away from all this temptation. 
“I – I have to study!” I announced in panic, picking up a startled OinkOink and sprinting back inside the cottage. 
My last image of Eclipse was of him standing there, giving me that striking wolfish smile of his. The smile was one of satisfaction and dark promise. Warm-ups were over. He could finally come out and play, and the Demon of Lust was ecstatic. He was ravenous, and I was his single-minded obsession—his ultimate lust.
Feeling like I was running for my life, I skidded into my room, locked the door, and set OinkOink in front of it.
“You have to protect me,” I desperately told OinkOink, who made a move to come to bed with me. I halted him with my hand and pushed him back towards the door. “You’re guarding the door tonight. If Eclipse comes in, you have to bark and let me know, okay?”
The puppy obviously didn’t answer, but I didn’t need him to. I was already lost in my own world of thoughts. I stood there frozen, my heart pounding like no other. I touched my kiss-swollen lips and I could still smell his lingering scent on me, heightening my desire even after leaving his presence. 
“Holy fucking pigs,” I uttered unsteadily, finally coming back to my senses now that I was away from the source of all my lust. 
I groaned to myself. How was I going to save myself for my future Prince Charming when I had the Demon of Lust stalking after me and tempting me to play with him? 
I pounded my head against the wall, resenting the new dilemma I was in. I was stuck on a mountain with a horny Demon who had just been released from his cage. In the figurative sense, I was screwed, but in the literal sense—oh God—I had to keep myself from being screwed.
Needless to say, my carefree weekend with my “friend” had become a thousand times more complicated than I could have ever anticipated.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
“If there was a commandment for us, what would it be?”

26: The Sun and the Moon
 
“What are you doing in here?!”
My back slammed against the marble headboard when I woke up to the most sinful sight any human woman could ever see first thing in the morning. 
Standing at the foot of my bed was a half-naked Eclipse. 
Dressed solely in black silk pajama pants that hung loosely from his sculpted hips, his entire body glowed under the warm embrace of the sunrise. And if the sight of his mouthwatering body wasn’t tempting enough, one of his hands held a platter filled with breakfast food. The delicious scent wafted over to me and made my mouth water even more.
“Good morning to you too, Teacup,” he greeted with a world-class smile that never faded from his face.
“How – how did you get in?” I stammered, my mind scrambling from waking up so fast. “OinkOink was supposed to warn me if you came in!”
Eclipse chuckled, his laughter as mellifluous as a lullaby. He cast a glance in the direction of the door. “OinkOink is a bit busy right now.”
I followed his gaze. To my dismay, I spotted OinkOink happily munching on the lavish breakfast that Eclipse had set out for him. I frowned at the sight of OinkOink going crazy while eating his food, giving no regard to the fact that I ordered him to guard the door. It would make sense that much like his owners, my puppy was a pig at heart as well. 
Eclipse laughed again and slowly approached the bed. 
“OinkOink likes me better than you,” he drawled out teasingly, noting the bitterness in my eyes.
“That’s not true,” I disputed, covering myself with the comforter. I was still dressed in my strapless pink dress from last night. I didn’t want him to think that it was okay for him to shower me with kisses again. My eyes were on him like a hawk’s as he inched closer to me.
“Oh yeah?” he whispered lightly.
“He likes me better.”
Eclipse chuckled slyly. “Is that why he’s eating when I told him to?”
My eyes twisted into incriminating slits. “You mind-fucked him with your demonic powers, didn’t you?” 
I wanted to accuse him of doing the same to me last night, but I suppressed the urge to do so. Eclipse may have tempted me, but I was the one who gave in. Plus, I didn’t feel it was appropriate to bring up the hedonism from last night, especially when I was trying so hard to move forward from it.
Exhibiting the male grace that had me lusting after him, Eclipse comfortably sat on my bed, causing me to stiffen up even more. From the weight of his powerful body, the mattress dipped obediently, nearly flopping to one side and throwing me right into his arms. I had to forcefully brace myself to keep my body rooted in its position. The last thing I needed was to be back in Eclipse’s arms, while in bed, no less. 
“Don’t need to,” Eclipse replied, unaware of the thoughts manifesting in my mind. “That oversized ball of white fluff loves me. He’d do anything I ask him to do without using any powers.” He appraised me with smiling eyes. “Which is more than I can say for you, beautiful girl.” 
Then, with a lethargic sigh, he placed the tray in front of us and pushed the scrambled eggs and sausage closer to me. 
“It’s rude to barge in on someone when they’re sleeping,” I reprimanded in a subdued voice, trying to avoid eye contact with the scrumptious food. I hated that my two biggest weaknesses were conspiring against me: Eclipse and food. 
“It’s rude to run out on someone when you’re in the middle of a . . .”—I scowled at him, willing him to not say anything incriminating, and he merely smirked and said—“conversation. But you don’t see me holding it against you.” Feeling the indisputable hostility that was shooting out of me, he mediated the tension by adding, “Let’s just have breakfast together, Teacup. I cooked everything myself.”
“I’m not hungry,” I lied. 
He grinned brightly, unfazed by my blatant discontent with his presence in my room. 
“That’s funny, because I’m starving,” he declared, wasting no time in cutting into a pancake and bringing it to his mouth. 
As if my morning wasn’t difficult enough, the fates teamed up with Eclipse by allowing the syrup to drip from the pancake and fall listlessly onto his defined chest. I nearly burst into flames as I watched the tantalizing syrup drip past his pecs and fall onto the hard ridges of his washboard stomach. 
I swallowed anxiously, the back of my teeth hurting from wanting to lick the syrup off of him—just like I did with the alcohol last nig—
Oh God. No, no. Don’t think about that. Don’t think about last night! I desperately told myself, struggling to keep those impious thoughts at bay. 
“You’re sure you’re not hungry?” he questioned with lazy sensuality. Even though he wasn’t a mind reader, I had a sinking suspicion he knew exactly what was running through my mind, which was that I was hungry for both the food and for him. 
When I said nothing, he continued to tease me.
“Are you going to spend the entire day being a chicken or are you going to continue to give me a special weekend?” 
He bit into some scrambled eggs as he asked this, staring at me expectantly.
“I’m – I’m not feeling well today,” I bristled, avoiding major eye contact.
“Really? You were pretty energetic last night.” He subtly touched the hickey and bite marks I left on his neck and shoulder. There was a gentle tease in his eyes. “Pretty aggressive as well.” I blushed when he added, “It’s still my birthday weekend, and you’re going to ditch me today? What kind of friend does that?”
I bit my lower lip in guilt.
It would be screwed up of me to ditch him on his birthday. I had one more surprise planned for the weekend, and it would’ve been a shame to cancel it, especially because this was the one I had been looking forward to the most. Moreover, I reasoned that if I kept on avoiding him, then this would only lead him to believe that I was still hung up on what happened last night. I couldn’t let him think that. I had to save face and make him believe that the temptation from last night meant nothing. 
“I’ll finish eating and then get ready.” I shot him a pointed look. “Wear your hiking clothes. I’ll see you in a bit.”
His eyes brightened with approval. Thrilled that his birthday celebration was back in full swing, he got up from the bed and said, “Enjoy breakfast, Teacup.”
I sucked in a sharp breath after he sauntered out and eyed the fluffy traitor in my room. OinkOink was feasting like a king, acting like he hadn’t thrown me under the bus. 
My face hardening, I stomped hard on the ground and jarred OinkOink from his breakfast stupor.
“You let me down, OinkOink!” I reprimanded loudly. 
OinkOink whimpered when he made eye contact with me, bowing his head down in disgrace. He shamefully tiptoed away from the food and peered up at me with his puppy-dog eyes. 
“How could you let him in?” I pointed furiously at the door. “You failed me. Now get out of my room before I kick you out myself.”
A sad bark emitted from OinkOink before he closed the door with his button nose and hopped over to me. He whimpered again as he pawed at my legs, as if to apologize. With any other puppy, I’d probably punch it before kicking it out, but I didn’t have the heart to abuse OinkOink. He had always been such a nice pet. I couldn’t fault him for giving into temptation when that was all I did last night.  
I blew out a broken breath and bent down to scoop him up. 
Without wasting time, he poked his little tongue out and licked my chin with affection.
“Did you see what happened last night?” I whispered, petting him. “Why was I acting like a fool?” I looked at OinkOink in worry. “How am I going to survive today, OinkOink? I want to save myself for my husband, but how am I supposed to survive with Eclipse tempting me constantly? How can any woman resist that gorgeous Demon?”
As expected, OinkOink offered no answer to the quandary. 
With a morose sigh, I set OinkOink on the unmade bed and started to change. I was so screwed, and the only thing left to do was hope I didn’t screw myself even more in this next stage of the birthday celebration.
 
●●●
 
“Bloody fucking hell!” Eclipse cursed several hours later, heatedly vocalizing what I had been screaming in my head. “Are you seeking nirvana this weekend, Teacup? Why the hell do all your surprises involve us climbing Mount Everest?”
Holy flying pigs, this is torture! I thought to myself, struggling to climb up the mountain. Leave it to this physical excursion to briefly take our minds off our sinful actions from last night.
Saving face, as I didn’t want to admit that I made the wrong decision by making us hike again, I pivoted around and defensively said, “Didn’t I tell you yesterday that we were hiking again?”
“I thought I was hiking up a mountain. I didn’t know I was on an odyssey to seek Heaven,” he exaggerated, panting to himself as OinkOink, being the slave driver he was, pawed at Eclipse encouragingly, pushing his shoes with his nose to give him the strength to move forward.
Eclipse was right; the incline on this mountain was pure torture. Muscles that I didn’t know existed were beginning to ache. 
I panted as well, staring at him lethargically. 
“I read online that hiking to the summit of a mountain is one of the most rewarding things you can do to celebrate someone’s birthday,” I informed him tiredly, still trying to defend my choice to put us through this. I had hoped my explanation would give him the necessary energy to push through this hardship and come out triumphant. “It brings you back to nature and you have a better appreciation for life.”
“Oh yeah,” he agreed, sullenly drinking from his water bottle. His body glimmered under the bright sun. He was only wearing white basketball shorts as his hiking attire but by God, he looked sexy as hell. “I can’t believe I’m saying this: I actually miss that dilapidated Rav4 of yours. I’d rather be stuck driving that hunk of trash than be one with nature.”
I frowned, taking my mind off his naked upper body and distractedly drinking from my water bottle. I was dressed in a nearly all black ensemble—black shorts and black tank top. The only disturbances in the collage of black were my white shoes and the white ribbon I used to tie up my high ponytail. And of course, I was still carrying my pink backpack. I resembled a perky cheerleader, and considering the way I was speaking—in terms of being annoyingly optimistic and energetic—I was beginning to act like one too. “Everyone should do this before they die.”
Eclipse scrutinized me, knowledge rippling in his eyes. “This is on your bucket list, isn’t it, Gracie? Things you want to do before you die?” 
I blinked at him slowly, not wanting to answer him. 
When he hurtled a stern look in my direction, I begrudgingly admitted the truth. “Yes.”
A flash of offense blanketed his face. He paused mid-step and regarded me with shock. He couldn’t believe I was being so shady. 
“You made me believe that you were doing something special for my birthday when you’re just checking an item off your bucket list?”
He made it sound so bad. 
“This is special,” I defended meekly. “I spent the last of my entertainment money on this.”
“This is special alright,” he agreed curtly, miserably looking at the summit before us. “By the time I reach the summit, I’d probably be a century older.”
Nooo!
He shouldn’t have said that!
“Okay, okay. I can’t do this anymore.” I finally broke down and collapsed to the ground, catching my breath. His mention of the extended century only made me realize how impossible this hike was. I could no longer go on pretending that I was superwoman. “I’ve been trying to act cool because I planned this event, but this is dreadful. The chubby girl inside me can’t go on anymore.”
At the sight of me collapsing dramatically to the ground, Eclipse choked back a laugh. 
“We’re in the middle of a mountain trail,” he grunted, helping me up as I wailed in misery. Even though he had been complaining this entire trip, it seemed that Eclipse had taken on the role of being the cheerleader now. “There’s no turning back now. I didn’t climb up the steps of Hell to not see the end of this shit-show. Let’s go, Teacup. We may be fat kids at heart, but you’re one of the Sources of Evil and I’m one of the Devil’s seven sons. There’s no reason why we can’t make it to the end when other humans have done it.”
Struggling because the main complainer was now the mature one, I tried to maintain my composure. We agonizingly fought past the aches of our bodies and continued to pathetically climb up the mountain. Our breaths steadily became more ragged while our joints started to ache. 
It got so bad that I thought I’d fall off the mountain and turn into a puddle of goo. 
“How much longer before I voluntarily put myself out of this misery?” Eclipse asked several agonizing moments later. He eyed the cliff beside us. In his eyes, I knew that gravity had never looked more enticing. 
My tired eyes mindlessly looked ahead at the rolling green hills surrounding us. I was prepared to tell him that we had a couple more miles to go when my heart stopped.
Wait a second.
I stopped in my tracks when it dawned on me that I actually recognized the scenery ahead of me. 
Oh my flying pig. 
This was just like the postcard!
“We made it!” I cheered like a maniac when I concluded that it wasn’t a mirage. It was real. We had reached the summit! I showed Eclipse the postcard as evidence of my deduction. I was going crazy with happiness. “We finally made it!”
Eclipse turned to the view ahead of him. The despair that once cloaked his face dispersed like the wind. “About damn time!”
A burst of energy rolled over us. With excitement burning at our heels, the biggest smiles swept across our faces as we ran over the rolling green hills without a care in the world. The fresh air billowed around us, giving us renewed energy as we bounced straight towards the edge of the summit. 
We made it! 
We finally made it!
I nearly collapsed as I stood at the edge of the mountain with Eclipse. It was the best high I had ever experienced in my life—to stand so high up, to see the entire world in a 360-degree view, and to feel like you were close enough to kiss the sky. My phobia of heights made its appearance for a fleeting heartbeat, but it was overshadowed by the euphoria racing through me. I was too proud of my accomplishment to be afraid. 
I turned to Eclipse and judging by the big smile on his face, he was experiencing the same high. 
With our arms stretched out in victory poses, we began to cheer like two starving fat kids who had discovered Candyland.
“Yes!”
“Whoooo!”
After high-fiving one another, we simply stood there, admiring the exceptional view until our cheering vocal chords grew hoarse. I had no idea how long we stayed on that peak, reveling in the sensation of reaching the summit. 
The fresh air, the cool wind, and the phenomenal view of the landscape . . . it was a million times more breathtaking than any picture I had seen. 
The ordinary world I resided in felt a lot more extraordinary.
It was only when our tummies started growling for food that we reluctantly moved away from the mesmeric view and retreated to the green hills behind us. We chucked our backpacks down and sat down on the mountain.
I smiled widely, loving this peaceful feeling.
“Now I know why you humans do this,” Eclipse observed quietly, his thoughts mirroring mine. “All the shit we went through was worth it for a second of this.”
I grinned at him before going forward with the next item on my itinerary. I fished out a red cloth from my backpack and positioned it on the grass before taking two water bottles out. Afterwards, I extracted two packs of dried mango, chips, and something I requested for the owner of the cottage to buy before we arrived at the cottage: steamed rice cakes. 
I placed twenty-five steamed rice cakes on a silver platter
“This is one of my favorite desserts,” I gushed, carefully pushing the dessert platter towards Eclipse. He was eyeing the rice cakes in intrigue. I doubted he had ever seen anything quite like it. “Dried mangoes are my favorite snacks, but this is my absolute favorite dessert.” I waved an impatient hand at the rice cake display I set up for him. “Now hurry up and eat the first one so I can have a go too!” 
Eclipse laughed, grabbed the white rice cake on top, and took his first bite. 
“Damn . . .”
Anxiousness flooded my senses. There was a look of agony on his face that had me worried. Damn it. Did I screw up? Was there something wrong with the rice cake?
“Wh – what?” I asked hesitantly, nervously clutching onto the picnic cloth.
“I should not enjoy anything that tastes like Heaven,” he murmured in appreciation. “If my brothers were here, they’d kill me for such travesty.”
A hitched breath escaped from me. Elated that he was enjoying the food, I selected a green rice cake and handed it to OinkOink. He barked excitedly before joyfully annihilating it. I helped myself to a pink rice cake, and with my first bite, I was a goner. Groaning with orgasmic bliss, I abdicated all control and thrust myself to the ground, resting on my back and allowing my gluttonous sin to overtake me. 
“I am in pain,” I muttered while snacking on rice cake after rice cake. 
My muscles throbbed from the exertion I placed on it today. Even breathing was a hardship. Every inhalation and exhalation made me feel like the molecules in my body would fall apart at any given moment. The only thing that made this experience endurable was the mountainous landscape surrounding me. The grass danced in harmony with the wind, tickling my legs every time it swayed too close to me. 
I briefly closed my eyes, and for a dream-like moment, I pretended I was on top of the world, sleeping on clouds.
Eclipse settled beside me, lying parallel to me with the platter of rice cakes between us. He appraised me with another suspicious glint in his eyes. 
“Lying on the rolling green hills and staring down at the world is on your bucket list too, isn’t it, Teacup?” I ignored his question, still childishly pretending that I was napping on clouds, but he spurred on. “Were you supposed to do this with your boyfriend before you died?”
“My husband,” I corrected quietly, bashfully reaching for another rice cake. 
Eclipse’s eyes enlarged with supreme interest. “Does that mean I’m your interim husband?”
“You’re a Demon whose birthday I’m celebrating because I’m being a good friend,” I dismissed airily, though deep down, I could feel my insides tingle at the thought of calling him my husband. 
“I’ll take what I can get.” He laughed, sitting upright. His knees were bent up while he admired the vista ahead of us. After a weighty pause, he contemplatively asked, “What else is on your bucket list, Gracie?”
“More than I can list,” I confessed, sitting up alongside him. By now OinkOink had fallen asleep behind us, lost in his own world, while Eclipse and I grew lost in ours.
His interest was heightened. “Yeah?”
I nodded slowly, my eyes locked on the flourishing landscape. “I didn’t know that there was so much I wanted to do until I realized I was close to dying. I suddenly had this unbearable urge to make the most of my life, to create unforgettable memories that I could proudly mark as important milestones in my life.”
A ghost of a smile played on his mouth. He moved closer, his lips dangerously close to my ear. “An eternity would mean that you’d have all the time in the world to do them . . .”
I snorted, halfheartedly pushing him away for his salesman tactic. I hugged my knees to my chest and pondered what he suggested. “I’d never do them if I had all the time in the world. I would procrastinate and put them off and never get to them.” I diverted my attention to him. I became curious about the big things he had done in his life. He had seen the ages. He must’ve accomplished so much. “What are the biggest milestones in your life?”
He regarded me, caught off guard with my innocuous question.
I gave him a strange look as a swarm of birds flew over us. “You have none?”
“I was born, I ruled over my Kingdom, I strived to be the sole monarch, and I fell.” 
He lackadaisically recounted his “milestones” as though they were something to be proud of. Eclipse smiled to himself, stopping when he realized how lame it all sounded. He grinned at my blasé face. 
“You may have a point,” he voiced at my unspoken comment. Eclipse sighed and surveyed his idyllic surroundings. “The thing with having an eternity to look forward to is that time moves at a rapid pace. As an immortal, months become seconds, years become minutes, and decades become hours. My life feels like a blur. I can only remember fighting for power and the constant struggle for it, not much else.”
“You’re telling me that if your life were to flash before your eyes, then all you’d see is your constant desire to be a sole monarch?”
Amusement poured from him. “You make it sound so unfulfilling.”
I gave a careless shrug. “It’s strange to talk to a creature who has seen forever pass him by and realize that he’s in the same boat as me, if not worse. A lifetime may be long, but I’m positive that I’ll remember all the milestones in my insignificant life.” I swung my gaze to him, catching his attentive eyes. “It is ironic that a being of your”—I paused in the manner he always did whenever he was trying to find the correct term—“significance, who finds human life to be so unimportant, can be at this place in life. Instead of having milestones in your life, you have blurs.” I grinned coyly, now feeling like I was at a better station in life. “Perhaps your existence is not as significant as you thought it was. Perhaps my existence is more significant than yours.”
“You’re bordering on blasphemy, Teacup,” he cautioned lightly, a shred of gentleness threading his stern voice.
“Is it not true?” I needled. I assessed him critically. “Do you have any other goals in life other than trying to be the sole monarch?”
He looked unnerved by my simple question. 
For the first time, I observed that Eclipse was uncertain about the magnitude of his own life. 
“Not really,” he reluctantly admitted. A short bout of silence cascaded from him. He took the necessary time to mull over it, truly trying to search for a perfect answer to give not only to me, but also to himself. “The biggest milestone in my life was supposed to be getting what I wanted power-wise,” he stated carefully, “and everything else, I’ve put aside.” He angled his head towards me, smirking when he took stock of where I was taking this conversation. “Are we at the ‘who is better, human or immortal’ debate again?”
I shrugged, standing up to enjoy the view. A soft breeze whipped at my hair, bringing with it the scent of fresh air. I folded my arms knowingly. 
“You’re always so cocky, but after talking to you, I think I’m the one who should be cocky.” 
Eclipse laughed and stood up beside me. 
“An eternity is a liberating gift,” he whispered close to my ear. “Just because I’m a workaholic doesn’t mean that you have to take it for granted as well.”
“If you remember blurs,” I went on as my mind started to churn, disregarding his words, “then does that mean you have little emotional ties?”
He appraised me curiously. “What do you mean?”
Oh, he shouldn’t have gotten me started. When I began with my rants about philosophical things, it would take a while for me to stop.
“Memories are attached to our emotions. Whether it be pain, happiness, fear, or triumph, every one of our memories—especially our most important ones—are stained with our emotions. If you remember blurs, then it must be that you have little to no emotional sentiments to any facet in your life. If you have no emotional sentiments towards any facet of your life, then are you truly living?” 
I took in the cool air as he tilted his head attentively. 
“To live is to experience life in all of its glory and its atrocity,” I continued. “One of the main components of ‘living’ is your ability to feel emotions. If you cannot feel emotions, then you are truly not experiencing life. If you are not experiencing life, then you are truly not living. Ergo, if you’re not living, then you are not better than me.”
I looked at him sideways. 
“Perhaps you are no better than the marble statues that have seen the ages. The world may wilt and die around you—and you may feel superior because you are the last one standing—but the truth is that you’re not moving ahead of us. We’re the ones moving ahead of you. While I am living my life, growing, aging, and dying—basically experiencing everything I was meant to experience in life—you are stuck where you are, watching quietly in the background and feeling nothing as the rest of existence passes you by.” 
I smiled complacently, surprised myself at the picture I painted of our respective stations in life. It wasn’t the perfect argument, but it was my argument nonetheless, and I was proud of it. 
“Perhaps I am not so insignificant after all.”
“Interesting argument from a human who constantly wants to be better than an immortal,” he murmured, staring at me with mounting interest. His eyes raked over me with adoration. “If we’re going with your theory of saying that you’re more important than me, then I’m going to make myself significant through you.”
I arched a curious brow. “What do you mean?”
“If you think my existence is insignificant because all that I will remember are blurs, then I might as well make myself significant to you, right? If I become unforgettable and momentous to you, then I will become a significant creature by default.”
I had to laugh at his silly reasoning. “Well, you’ve pretty much left an impression already.”
A determined smirk contoured his ambitious face. “I don’t want to leave an impression. I want to be your milestone.”
I eyed him keenly, floored by the conviction behind his words. “How are you planning on doing that?”
The smile pasted on his lips grew enigmatic as the rays of the sun lavished their attention onto our skin. It appeared that Eclipse already knew what he could do to make himself an unforgettable milestone in my life. 
“I get a special gift when it is my birthday,” he prompted softly, seductively. 
The racing of my heart went into overdrive. There was something about how he conveyed those words that sent excitement pulsing through my veins. “What?”
Without saying anything, he simply lifted his hand and touched the side of my temple. A warm, electrical current crept into my mind, and I felt a transparent veil swim over my eyes, like clear contacts. 
“Now,” he whispered, pointing in the direction of the sun. “Stare at the sun.” 
I did what he said, and I was amazed that I didn’t squint once. I was staring directly at the sun, appreciating all of its glory, but I didn’t feel any of its wrath. I was astounded, but nothing could’ve prepared me for what was to come. I was about to ask Eclipse what he did to my eyes when the most stunning thing occurred: an eclipse started to take place.
Oh my God . . . 
I had to hold onto Eclipse to maintain my equilibrium because I was completely mesmerized. With wonder running over my body, I watched, utterly transfixed as the moon began to veil over the disk of the sun. The movements were slow and unhurried. It was as though the moon had all the time in the world to overpower the sun. 
Then, in the most stunning astronomical moment I would ever experience in my human life, the sunny world I was in began to darken with every progressing advancement of the moon. The veiling continued with the moon making its mark on the sun before the impossible occurred: the moon engulfed the sun completely. Soon after, all that was left were the edges of thin light shining through—the corona.
My once sunny world was now completely dark. 
In that gripping instant, it felt like the hands of time had stopped and all that existed was me, the total eclipse up above me, and the Demon standing beside me, sharing in this once-in-a-lifetime experience.



 
 
 
 
 
 
“Thou shall not provoke the hands of fate?”

27: Broken Eternity
 
“Is – is this really happening?” I breathed out, absolutely hypnotized.
“Yes,” Eclipse whispered beside my ear.
If the rest of the world were to witness this, then I had no doubt they would have also stopped whatever they were doing to gaze at this extravagant event. No human could ignore this. This was the embodiment of astronomical beauty in its rawest and most spellbinding form.
Amazement swamped my senses. “Can the rest of the world see this?”
“No. Just us.”
I reluctantly tore my eyes from the magnificence above me and gazed at Eclipse with bewilderment. “How is it possible that this is happening, but no one else sees it?”
Eclipse smiled gently, stroking my cheek with the back of his hand. “There is a reason why I was named after the eclipse. Whenever it is my birthday, no matter how weakened I am—as long as I’m still breathing—I have my powers over it. If I want to see it on my birthday, then it will present itself to me.” A chuckle slipped free from him. “And since I am looking to make a lasting impact on your life, it makes sense to gift you with my sight so that you can see my eclipse as well.”
He eased his hand from my face and inclined his head back to the dark sky. 
“Enjoy the show, Gracie. This event is rare, even for me. It’s the only part of my birthday that I actually celebrate.”
I nodded obediently, returning my attention back to the skies. 
It was an incredible high to stand over a cliff and bear witness to one of the most beautiful events in the world. Pictures and videos could never replace the feeling of awe that one would receive with this life changing experience—to be able to see your all-powerful sun, the very sun that you are forbidden to look directly at, being humbled by the moon. The sight was majestic, terrifying, breathtaking, mesmerizing, and biblical in every way imaginable.  
As the wind continued to toss my ponytail about, my thoughts migrated back to what Eclipse said about the total eclipse—that a phenomenon like this occurs when the Heavens are blinded from Earth, that it is in this moment where humans are at the mercy of the forces of evil. It was difficult to accept that such an atrocity over the human world could appear so glorious.
“When we were sitting atop the building that one night, you once told me that during those rare instances where an eclipse occurs, time stops . . .” I tilted my head, unable to take my eyes off the spectacular event in front of me. “How can time stop if we’re all still alive when it happens?”
From my peripheral vision, I could see his lips tilt into a smile. 
“If the world is dark when it is four in the afternoon, when the sun is clearly shining through, does that not mean time has stopped? Yes, the seconds in your man-made clocks may move forward, but your world as a whole, at that moment, completely stops. It stops because the sun and the moon are the true indicators of time. It stops because it is unnatural for the sun and moon to rule the skies together in this manner. As we all know, for an eternity to be considered an eternity, it means that time must be constant—it must go on and on. Ergo, if you freeze it in its position, then the impossible has occurred: you have not only eclipsed eternity itself, but at that precise moment . . .”
“You have broken it,” I finished for him.
A laugh flowed from the depths of his chest. He was highly amused at my poetic label. “That’s one way to put it.”
I dragged in an astounded breath, peering up at the natural phenomenon that seemed to have overshadowed all other milestones in my young life. One of my biggest goals was to witness an eclipse. I couldn’t believe this goal had come to fruition. Years upon years of everything I had learned about this natural phenomenon assailed my mind. I couldn’t help but share it with Eclipse. 
“Since ancient times, humans have viewed the solar eclipse as an omen—the prelude to a significant change, the precursor to a natural disaster, and the harbinger of all things catastrophic.”
“They are right to perceive it in this manner.” I could hear the pride in his voice. Such a celestial event that bears the same name as him could only be as powerful.
“Yet,” I resumed with wonder in my voice, “there are other cultures in the world that perceive the solar eclipse as the sun and the moon making love.” 
Eclipse looked like he was about to fall off the mountain. He shot me a strange look of inquiry that I could only smile at. 
“Some believe that the sun and the moon are our guardians,” I went on, “and that when an eclipse occurs, it is because our guardians are leaving their place in the Heavens to check up on us—to make sure we’re alright.”
Eclipse smiled slowly, amused by these conflicting views. 
“What do you think the eclipse represents?” he asked with interest. 
I glanced at him before returning my gaze back to the eclipse. I paused to consider my answer before saying, “Undying love.”
Eclipse looked utterly flummoxed, and he didn’t bother to hide it. “Undying love?”
I nodded, unfazed by the scrutiny on his face. I had already made myself out to be a hopeless romantic this weekend. It was only right that I continued. 
I eagerly pointed at the eclipse. 
“You see the corona of the eclipse? The thin circle of light still present from the sun?” 
Eclipse smirked quietly. He was no doubt finding hilarity in me giving him directions on how to view his own phenomenon. 
“Yes,” he answered, humoring me.
“Okay, now do you know what the bailey bead is? The beads of light shining brightly at the end, just after the sun and moon merges together . . . right before the sun disappears behind the moon?”
He nodded his confirmation.
“When this occurs and only one bead is left . . . doesn’t the whole silhouette look like a diamond ring to you?”
A blaze of recognition speared through his eyes. Now that I had mentioned it, it was clear he saw it too. Whenever a total solar eclipse occurs, and whenever the sun and the moon parts, the diamond ring always makes its appearance, if only fleetingly. 
The diamond ring effect.
I laughed softly, practically gushing at him. “When I was younger, I used to think the eclipse symbolizes two souls joining together as one. The moon and the sun are worlds apart—they are not meant to be together. One is assigned to rule over the day and the other is assigned to rule over the night. They were never created to be together, but every once in a while, they disobey the laws of nature and come together—against all odds—to be in love.” 
My eyes grew ardent at the silliness of my own words. Even when a smile was tugging at Eclipse’s lips, I couldn’t stop. 
“You can even argue that one of them is a dark soul and the other is a good soul. Others would say that the eclipse is a bad omen because the sun is blinded by the moon. I, on the other hand, think it gives hope because it shows that no matter how dark someone could be, there’s always the silver lining for them. The corona and the diamond ring effect prove that even in absolute darkness, the light of grace always shines through.” 
My smile grew wider.
“Is that not undying love?  No matter what shape an eclipse takes, it will always be perpetual—it will always be unending. No matter how separated they are, they will always join together when the time comes.” 
My eyes brightened with hope. 
“Is that not the love that all of creation strives to have? The type of love that could cause the world to stop in its tracks? The type of love that could stop time and break eternity itself?” 
Eclipse cocked a fascinated brow. “For such a sadistic soul, you are truly a romantic at heart.”
I shrugged, diverting my attention back to the eclipse. “When you have nothing but darkness shrouding over you, the only saving grace is to think of nice things like this.”  
“There is a reason why the sun and the moon are separated,” he murmured close to my ear. “Because they were never created to be together. It is against the bylaws of nature.” 
I turned to him. “Rules are meant to be broken, are they not?”
He smiled faintly. “Only by those of extraordinary exception.”
I inclined my head, silently saying, “There ya go,” and he laughed at my response.
“Your love will destroy the world, Teacup,” he said instead, referring to my fantastical views on the eclipse. He edged closer, the proximity of him becoming as spellbinding as the cosmic occurrence above me. “Because no amount of good you see in the eclipse will override the fact that it was created to bring doom upon your kind.”
Now it was my turn to arch a mocking brow. “Must be nice to be a realist as opposed to an idealist.”
“It is very liberating,” he agreed without reluctance. 
Judging by the tone in his voice, I deduced that he felt sorry for me. In his mind, he reasoned that it must suck to be a romantic stuck in such a cruel world. 
We steadily grew quiet as we continued to linger at the edge of the mountain, reveling in the sight of the Heavens. I sighed deeply, unhappy with certain parts of our conversation. Staring at the eclipse only reminded me of his immortality. No matter how “human” Eclipse appeared this weekend, it could never be forgotten that he was like his namesake—powerful, fascinating, eternal, and forbidden for a human like me.
In the face of the extravagance above me, I felt his grandeur as well.
“What do you miss about your powers?” I asked out of the blue.
Eclipse took a long, ponderous moment to think about the answer. “Flying.”
Amazement wielded its powers over me. My eyes expanded as I stared up at him, enraptured. The Eclipse standing beside me suddenly appeared more epic than the eclipse hanging in the sky above me. 
“You—” I felt my breath escape me. “You have wings?” 
A proud smile illumed on his face. He slowly nodded.
My gaze traced his bare back before I unsteadily locked eyes with him. I was now having trouble stabilizing my breathing. 
“What do they look like?”
“Black,” he shared, pride pulsating in his voice. “Black wings that are so big and so beautiful that even Angels envy them. Wings that are so powerful that when I fully extend them, they would eclipse the sky with their magnificence. A single flap could cause the world to shake and a single swipe could wipe out an entire city.” Humor submerged his eyes. “Of course, for the sake of mobility, I reduced them to being roughly twenty feet long.”
I thought I was going to pass out from being so awestruck. “Wh – why don’t you have wings now?”
A bitter smile flickered across his lips. “Only a powerful Demon can handle wings. Since I am a Fallen Demon, I cannot handle wings. But I miss them.” He moved behind me and wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me close to him. The heat of his bare chest pressed into the fabric of my black top as he brought his lips to my ear. “I miss gliding around the world without a care. You asked me what I did for fun. Humans hike . . .” He touched the side of my temple, and instantly, the eclipse was gone, leaving me with only the moon and the stars “. . . I fly.” 
Before giving me the chance to marvel at the fact that nighttime had fallen over the world, he moved his free hand to my chin and angled me to look up at him. Still lingering behind me, his brilliant brown eyes rivaled the bejeweled sky. Thoughts about the sudden disappearance of the sun dissolved, and I instead drowned in the dark pools of his gaze. 
I knew he could see it from the reflective stars in my eyes—I was immensely jealous of him.
“I will give you your own wings if you convert for me,” he proposed ardently. His coaxing hand trailed down my back, illustrating to me where my wings would be. My heart quickened at the possibility. “I will make them more beautiful than mine, and your wings will be the envy of the rest of creation.”
Standing atop the mountain, being so close to the glittering ocean above me, I was completely enthralled. I had dreamed of having wings all my life; I had dreamed of flying, of gliding freely among the stars all my life. Even though I shouldn’t, I couldn’t help but entertain the proposition that was being given so freely to me. 
“Will mine be bigger than yours?”
“No,” he answered with a smile. “If I give you wings, yours are going to be smaller than mine.”
Even in my stupor, I was lucid enough to frown. “Why?”
The smile in his voice intensified as he pressed himself closer to me. “So when we stand at the edge of the world like this, my wings can curl around yours and keep them warm.”
The image that briefly surfaced in my mind was a glorious one. But then, I shook my head. Acknowledging that I was taking this too far, I blinked those fantastical thoughts away. 
My voice grew timid as I tried to steer the temptation away with a brush of reality. “But I’m afraid of heights.”
“All the more reason why you need wings,” he crooned, now wrapping both of his strong arms around my waist, making me feel incredibly small and dainty compared to him. 
“I want to see yours,” I said instead. 
He grinned beside me, nodding expectantly. He didn’t look pleased that I had subtly rejected another one of his offers, but he didn’t let it affect the adoration he was spoiling me with. 
“Maybe someday when I regain my full powers, I’ll show them to you.” He then exhaled languidly, looking around at the night, no doubt enjoying the view. “Thank you for a wonderful birthday, Teacup. When it’s your turn, I will give you the world.”
“No problem,” I beamed naïvely, thrilled that he was finally acknowledging my efforts with a “thank you.” “I’m glad you liked—Ahhh!”
Eclipse abruptly untangled himself from me. With his palms lying flat on my back, he pushed me over the edge of the cliff, only catching me right before I fell. While the heels of my feet were barely holding me up on the edge of the cliff, he turned me over in his arms so that I’d have a direct view of him holding me—literally between life and death. 
He favored me with a wicked smile, yanked me back to him, and pulled me to the ground. While showcasing ease in his movements, his beautiful body came over me.
“Now if you don’t mind,” he incited huskily, staring down at me like I was the most stunning thing in creation. He looked unbelievably seductive. “I’d like to give myself the present I was supposed to get last night.”
“Wh – what?” I asked stupidly, trying to avoid staring at his lips.
“Give me my first kiss, Teacup.” He laughed, stroking my face with care. “Give me the first milestone of my life.”
I froze. “Your first kiss?”
He sighed longingly, lazily tracing his thumb over my lips. The sheer sexuality of this simple movement made my toes curl. 
“I have been very careful with you, Gracie. I’ve wanted to kiss those gorgeous lips of yours since I first met you. Because I feared for your life, I held back. Every time you speak, I want to throw myself at you and kiss you like you should be kissed.” He grinned mischievously, the finger tracing over my collarbone. “I’ve waited a very long time for you, and I even gave you my forbidden fruit.” He chuckled, his eyes twinkling before he added, “I even woke up early for you.”
“Early?” I echoed dumbly. “But you’ve been asleep for nearly a week.”
“And it would’ve taken another week for me to fully consolidate my powers.”
Curiosity swelled inside me. “Why are you up so soon then?”
“Why do you think?” He leaned down, giving me a closer view of that flawless face. “You really don’t know the possible reason as to why I woke up so early?”
My heart galloped frantically as I considered what he was insinuating. My eyes enlarged when the reason came to me. I looked at him, worry lacing my voice. “You – you didn’t hear anything when you were asleep, did you?”
My one-sided conversation with Eclipse—where I was berating him for lying to me—was by far the most vulnerable and human conversation I had ever had with anyone. It unnerved me that he could have been privy to it. I mean, he was asleep! He couldn’t have heard it . . . right?
“Everything,” he finally admitted, his soft lips leaning down to briefly trace my jawline with care. “Every. Single. Thing.” He levered himself up and continued to speak, his lyrical voice rolling over me like soothing waves. “I felt it when you hit me with that pillow. I heard your shaking voice when you screamed at me, and I sensed your disappointment when you sat down on that couch, staring at me like I was the most awful thing in the world.” There was a tinge of regret that lurked in his eyes. “I heard everything and I wanted desperately to come out of my hibernation. So I fought tooth and nail to wake up early, so I could come back to you.” His amused eyes noted the precarious position we were in, both figuratively and literally speaking.  “And so here we are . . . on the brink of our relationship again.”
I stared up at him, unable to modulate all the thoughts and emotions that had run amuck within me. 
“I – I – you . . .” I couldn’t even formulate a logical sentence. “That persimmon,” I prompted hazily. “You were supposed to eat that yourself, weren’t you? You were supposed to eat that in order to regain your power. You were supposed to eat that so you wouldn’t have to even bother going into recuperation mode . . .”
Eclipse didn’t say anything, but I knew his silence meant agreement.
“Why did you give it to me instead?”
He measured me for a thoughtful second. “I . . . am not as unfeeling as you may think I am,” was all he said.
I still couldn’t fathom his motives. “Why did you decide to give it to me in the first place?”
“To ensure that you have nothing to fear when it comes to me. You may not have been able to handle me before, but you can handle everything I want to offer you now.” A chuckle streamed from his lips. His mesmerizing eyes compelled me to hold his gaze. “You can look at it as an unspoken promise. You weren’t aware that you were actually biting into the forbidden fruit, but for your next forbidden fruit, you will know exactly what you’re getting yourself into.”
I swallowed convulsively because I knew that my next temptation—my next forbidden fruit—was him. The persimmon was merely a warm-up, an elixir used to ensure that I would be able to handle Eclipse without dying from being with him. The true forbidden fruit had always been Eclipse himself. 
My face turned scarlet red because lying there like that, staring up at his face, I already felt the temptation slither over me. It was begging me to take a plunge at death so I could have a taste of life. It was ironic that our position over the edge of the cliff mirrored my internal struggle. Should I take the leap of faith or hold on for dear life? 
Having no answer to that, I numbly searched his face, inwardly considering his words before another pressing thought came into the forefront of my mind. 
“You’ve really never kissed anyone before?”
Eclipse chuckled again, shaking his head. He lifted his fingers and gingerly stroked my hair. “I’ve been very careful with what I do. I pick and choose my milestones, and I only want to remember the best.” He gazed down at me intently, those gorgeous eyes seemingly piercing into mine. “You don’t want that honor, Teacup? To give the Demon of Lust his first kiss? You don’t want to be my first milestone? Out of all the blurs in my eternity, don’t you want to be the one who stands out?”
I did.
Oh God, I did.
I didn’t want to live forever, but I wanted to live forever through him. Forever didn’t wait for a lifetime, but if I made an impact on him, then eternity would always remember my lifetime. If I disappeared from this world, then I would not be a blur. I would be unforgettable.
I felt so greedy.
I fought to regulate my breathing as I ran my hand over his sculpted back and dug my nails into his skin, marking my existence physically and psychologically. 
“Put me out of my misery,” he urged, desire aching in his hoarse voice. The expression on his face was rife with desperation. For such a dominant creature, I knew it was killing him to shift the power over to me. “Stop teasing me and give me our first kiss, Gracie.” 
A flare of excitement flowed through me. Having Eclipse blatantly yearn for me made me feel as if I had the world kneeling at my feet. I no longer felt like an insignificant human. I felt powerful, beautiful, and epic—like an eternal milestone. How could I say no to him when my entire body was surging to life for him? 
As if my own thoughts were becoming obscured by an eclipse, I was beyond reasoning. My future husband shouldn’t have taken so long to get to me because now I was distracted with the Demon of Lust, and what a distraction this beautiful creature was. I nodded slowly, unable to ignore his tormented plea because my own needs were being tormented as well. 
I wanted him just as badly. 
I hesitantly lifted my head and grazed his upper lip with both of my lips, barely feathering them over his and barely kissing him. A tempted growl emitted from the depths of his chest, and I smiled. It made me feel happy and proud that I had this effect on my Demon of Lust. With my previous exes, I behaved like a shaky virgin, barely unleashing the dark depths of my own carnal desire. But with Eclipse, there was something about him that encouraged me to utilize my power as a woman. Prince Charming may encourage my innocence, but this alluring Demon demanded my promiscuity.
In that heated second, I didn’t want to be good.    
Unable to help myself, I continued to tease him by giving his lower lip the same treatment. 
I bit it, a bit harder this time and I could taste his blood. I continued to play with him, barely brushing my lips against his because I knew he was waiting for my first move. Once I kissed him, then he was free to take me as he wanted. He was free to dominate me, worship me, and have his way with me. For the time being, I was solely in control and I didn’t want to give it up. I wanted him to be at my mercy, just like I was going to be under his when he dominated me. 
I poked my tongue out, tasting the heat that surrounded his lower lip. His muscles tightened above me. Each tendon rippled like waves beneath my nails, telling me how much restraint he was holding in. It wasn’t until I heard his guttural voice that I deigned to stop.
“Please, Gracie,” he uttered.
I was amazed because I had never heard him plead like this.
I finally nodded, tilting my head up, closing my eyes, and puckering my lips for a taste of lust in its rawest form. With a sigh of need, Eclipse lowered himself, and I felt the increments of time come to a stop. Our lips grazed, lighting the inferno that was ready to burst between us. And just when we were about to finally get our official first kiss . . . reality came pounding in.
“Hiiii!”
“Ahhhhh!” I screamed, leaping up as I scrambled to make sense of the sudden interruption. 
Unfortunately for Eclipse, I rose up too fast when I got spooked. 
Clunk!
“Oww! Oww!”
“Bloody fucking hell!” Eclipse howled, springing off of me once my forehead collided with his. 
Stars exploded in my eyes, and I was sure it was the same for Eclipse. Rubbing our heads in pain, we turned to the ones who interrupted us: Phix and Coco.
“I have good news!” Phix announced while Coco was smiling uncontrollably next to him. Both were dressed in jeans and white t-shirts.
Eclipse glowered at them disbelievingly. From the rising and falling of his chest, I surmised that it took all his willpower not to throw those baby Demons off the cliff for ruining the romantic mood we were in. 
“You’ve figured out a way for me to put the moves on my woman without brainless idiots interrupting us when I was about to finally get some action?”
My jaw dropped at his hostile and rude comment.
Phix’s demeanor turned fearful. His frantic eyes darted from me to Eclipse. Realization dawned over his face once he processed what he had interrupted. 
“Errr . . .”
Coco’s mouth formed an “O.” She eyed me with a sneaky smile. “Were you going to give a little something, something to his Dark Majesty before we interrupted, Gracie?”
“No!” I lied, my eyes wide as I awakened from Eclipse’s seductive spell. Rationale returned to me. I was secretly horrified that I had become so weakened under his seduction. “No, of course not!”
Eclipse snapped his head back with the ferocity of a cobra. He proceeded to glare at me like I had said the most offensive words he had ever heard. 
“It’s my birthday,” he said to me, as if it was his birthright to get whatever he wanted from me on his special day.
“I took you hiking, rented a cottage, and had a party for you,” I retorted, astounded that he could think to demand any more out of me than that.
“Party?” he critiqued harshly. The sexual frustration that radiated from him transformed into rage. “Forcing my inner fat kid to hike up a mountain is considered a party?” 
My features twisted into a frown. I couldn’t believe I was about to give my first kiss to this guy. 
“The moment is over,” I said flatly, my voice pounding with conviction. “I got caught up because we’re in the middle of nowhere and it feels romantic, but I’m sane again. I’m not going to give in to you anymore.” I looked at Coco and Phix, my eyes welling with appreciation. “Thank you for interrupting us. I almost lost control to this seductive Demon and betrayed my future husband!”
Eclipse’s frown darkened. He wheeled around to face them, the rage he had for me being transferred onto them. 
“Since I’m not getting anything tonight, give me good news before I bring my hellhounds up here and throw a party of my own.” 
“We found something,” Phix announced at record speed, knowing that he was going to be the main attraction of this hellhound party if he didn’t hurry his ass up. “When we dug more into Gracie’s past, we found out something.”
Interest piqued in our eyes.
“What did you find?” Eclipse and I asked at the same time.
“Gracie had a nanny,” Coco answered, and I swore I could hear tires screeching in my mind. I hadn’t expected to hear that. 
Eclipse looked at me curiously. “You had a nanny?”
“I – I don’t remember,” I replied honestly. 
“She was Gracie’s nanny up until Gracie turned three,” Phix went on to explain.
“What happened to her?” Eclipse inquired, his expression uncertain if this development was relevant or not.
“She died a couple of days after Gracie’s third birthday,” answered Phix.
Eclipse tipped his head at them. His eyes were critical. “Why is she of significance?”
“She was a nun.”
Chills shot through me like a bullet. 
“What?” I asked, stunned.
“She was a nun,” Phix repeated. “She was a nun before she became Gracie’s nanny.” 
I recalled the story Father Baek told us at the cathedral.
“There was a nun who helped deliver me on the night of my birth,” I said to Eclipse, who was recalling the same thing. 
I swallowed apprehensively, feeling uneasy with this new information. I thought back to Father Baek. The first I heard about a nun was from him. I didn’t understand why he didn’t mention this crucial detail to me. 
“Why didn’t Father Baek mention that she became my nanny?” I uttered to no one in particular.
“Maybe he forgot,” Phix offered. 
“Or maybe he omitted this on purpose,” said Eclipse, echoing my thoughts. 
Eclipse locked eyes with me, and I knew that we were both on the same page. Awkward (or unfinished) sexual tension aside, we knew when to get back to business. There was more that Father Baek kept from us, and we’d be damned if we didn’t go back to him to find out what it was. 
We thought it would be a little while longer before we returned to Serenity, but as it would appear, we were returning much faster than I could have anticipated.
The second road trip to Serenity was about to begin.
I cast an apologetic glance at Eclipse after we got up. I was sorry that we had to end his party so soon because my soul business was alive and active again. 
“Happy birthday.”
Eclipse laughed roughly, fastening his backpack on. “Hell celebrates my birthday all week, Teacup,” he dismissed, causing me to stare at him in nervousness. “Your gift to me is on hold. It’s not over yet.”
I didn’t say anything because I had no idea how to reply to that without sounding like an incoherent bimbo.
“Party’s over?” Phix and Coco asked timidly, both already discerning that they were accompanying us on this impromptu road trip. 
Considering what happened the last time we visited Serenity—being ambushed by a horde of Demons and all—we needed all the additional help we could get.
“It’s over for now,” Eclipse told them while I crouched down to pick a sleeping OinkOink up. “Dim your powers, pack up, and warm up the car. We’re heading back to Serenity tonight. If fate is on our side, then let’s hope we don’t run into anything on our way there.”
I glanced at Coco and Phix, both of whom were looking worried. I knew that in their minds—as well as my own—we all nursed the same hope. I hadn’t forgotten how crazily exhausting and “busy” my last outing in Serenity was. I prayed to the God-who-will-never-answer-me that this particular expedition would be less eventful. 
Unfortunately, as with all of my prayers, this one would go unanswered. We had just witnessed an eclipse and according to the omens of life—as an eclipse was considered the harbinger of evil—there was nothing good coming our way.
“Serenity,” I whispered glumly, knowing deep in my fearful heart that I was in for another hellish ride. “Here we come again . . .”



 
 
 
 
 
 
“Thou shall not seek the forbidden?”

28: Return to Serenity 
 
“How was the party, Gracie?” Phix asked from the backseat of the car.
From the wariness in his voice, I could only assume that he was at his wit’s end with fear. Eclipse had made it abundantly clear that he resented both Phix and Coco for interrupting us during our “party.” I knew that the poor baby Demon was on edge. I surmised from his hopeful demeanor that he was praying that we had an overall good weekend. A good weekend meant that he would be spared from Eclipse’s wrath.
“Really good!” I chirped enthusiastically, thrilled to share my success. I was eager to both assuage Phix’s fears and shamelessly announce that my surprise party wasn’t such a bust after all. “Eclipse really enjoyed my surprise.”
“Wow, really?” Coco piped in surprise while Phix’s face illuminated with relief. 
I proudly bounced my head before poking Eclipse, who was driving the Rav4 in the burgeoning rain. Why was he being so quiet? I needed confirmation from the birthday boy that the weekend I set up wasn’t a failure after all. 
“Tell them how much fun you had.”
“I had a lot of fun,” Eclipse confirmed, making me smile in elation. A sly grin quirked on his lips before he impishly added, “The flower picking part was my favorite.”
An onslaught of heat boiled on my face. I was already hot because I was wearing a pink scarf, a puffy baby blue jacket with a white sweater underneath, dark blue jeans, and black boots. His teasing words brought the heat to another level. 
“Yeah? Flower picking?” Phix voiced in amazement, oblivious to how quiet I had become. There was a dumbfounded expression that swept his baby-like face. Nevertheless, he was pleased that Eclipse had such a good time. “I never thought you’d be one to enjoy flower picking, your Dark Majesty. Gracie must’ve planned some fun flower picking activities.”
Unbeknownst of the betraying blush on my cheeks, Coco cheerily patted me on the shoulder. 
“Good job, Gracie!” she praised, her voice genuinely proud. “We doubted you, but it’s good to know you didn’t have to use your body to give our Prince a good time.”
Eclipse smothered a laugh at this remark. He had changed from white shorts to black pants and a red hoodie. Along with his stifling laugh, the dress attire made him look younger, more handsome, and just more playful. It was awful that I was tempted to jump on him in the same manner that I did in the garden when he brought up the flower picking. The temptation was difficult to resist as his mellifluous laughter settled over me like fine whiskey.
Ashamed of myself for my current naughty thoughts, my face turned rosier from embarrassment. 
“Any – anyway,” I started, subtly shifting gears as rain and wind hammered against the car. I didn’t need the whole car to know what a wanton I was when I picked flowers. “Do you guys know anything else about this nanny?”
Phix and Coco shook their heads. 
“Information about her is pretty obscure,” explained Phix. “The most we could find out was that she stopped being a nun in 1990 and became a nanny instead.”
“Basically right after I was born,” I murmured. My thoughts migrated back to Father Baek. I recalled the heartfelt conversations we shared with him. I couldn’t fathom how my nanny didn’t come up in the course of our conversations. He mentioned a nun who was there on the night of my birth, but he said no more about her. “I can’t believe Father Baek didn’t mention that the nun became my nanny.”
“No kidding,” Eclipse said grudgingly, bearing right at the curve of the slick road. His face was rife with resentment. “That old man is going to get a piece of my mind when I see him again.”
“Maybe it’s because we didn’t ask him about her specifically,” I tried to defend. I was beginning to feel resentment towards Father Baek as well, but the logical part of me wanted to find other reasons as to why he omitted this information. 
“Maybe,” sighed Eclipse, the irritation on his face diminishing faintly. His eyes connected with mine. “But he was unusually secretive. Even when he knew it was you the entire time, he remained very guarded. We had to push him to even learn how you were born. With this track record, I would place money on the fact that he knows more than he lets on.”
I didn’t disagree with that. “Why wouldn’t he tell us?” 
Eclipse pondered over my query. “Perhaps he wants to—”
“Protect me,” I finished for him, knowing exactly what he was thinking because it was pooling in my mind too. It didn’t slip from my attention that Eclipse, like myself, didn’t jump to any incriminating conclusions about Father Baek and automatically label him as a “bad guy.” Whatever Father Baek’s intentions were, we truly believed it was to keep my best interests at heart.
“We’ll get to the bottom of it when we see him,” Eclipse assured. 
Eclipse wasn’t thrilled with the inconvenience of traveling back to Serenity, but I knew he couldn’t bring himself to be severely angry with Father Baek. Due to the strange bond we formed with him, the old man had garnered a soft spot in both of our cold hearts. Logically, even though it was justifiable for us to harbor ill feelings for him, it simply didn’t come out that way. For now, we would give him the benefit of the doubt. Once we received his explanations, we would take it from there.
I peered out the rain-streaked window and studied our rural surroundings. Rain had inundated every part of the land, leaving the world drowning under the storm. After leaving the cottage, the weather grew significantly worse. It was difficult to believe that it was so sunny and beautiful just hours prior. 
“I have no more powers,” Coco announced to the car, yanking our thoughts off Father Baek and back to our immediate reality. We had just entered a new terrain when she stated this. 
After Coco announced her ailment, I instantly noticed the color difference in the rural land; the vegetation was greener and healthier on this side of the country. 
“You just started to feel it?” Eclipse questioned, his eyes on her through the rearview mirror. When she nodded, he darted his eyes to Phix’s reflection in the mirror. “Phix, do you still feel your powers?”
“A bit,” Phix reported, his face alarmed, “but it’s decreasing the more we drive over the land.”
“Does that mean we’re human right now?” asked Coco.
I didn’t miss the small breath of hope in Coco’s voice. While Phix was concerned, Coco appeared relieved. Even though she wasn’t happy that her powers were stripped from her, I suspected that because she missed being human, being momentarily “normal” again was a blessing in disguise for her.
“Yes,” confirmed Eclipse. “As long as we’re in the radius of the Holy Land, you’ll be ‘human.’” His voice took on a solemn tone. “However, if you actually step onto holy ground, then you will turn to ashes.” 
Phix and Coco held their breath and exchanged worried glances. 
Eclipse went on. “We’ll keep driving, but once we get close to the border of the Holy Land, Gracie and I will continue on foot. After that, wait for us in the car until we come back.”
Phix and Coco nodded glumly, and just like that, the once carefree ambiance in the car was replaced with grimness. No one said anything, but I suspected that we shared the same eerie sensation. 
There was something extremely menacing about the weather that we couldn’t ignore. The freezing temperature, the torrential downpour, and the imposing darkness—everything was just so dark and sinister. 
My dazed eyes continued to trace over the terrain of the gloomy world we were in. I was silently ruminating when I spotted a man several yards ahead of us, stepping onto the rainy road . . . right in front of our car. 
Holy—!
“Eclipse, stop!” I shouted at the top of my lungs.
At my command, Eclipse floored the brakes. 
Screech!
The Rav4 screeched to a halt against the pavement of the road, lurching the car forward with one final force before it came to a stuttering stop. The scent of freshly burnt tires filled my nostrils, nearly suffocating me with its potency. 
I gawked at the scene in front of me in utter amazement. The hood of the car was an inch away from hitting the man, and the crazy thing about this careless lunatic was that he made no move to get out of the car’s way. Whereas the entire car was stunned out of our minds, the man, who was smoking a cigar, looked eerily calm. If anything, I would go as far as saying that he looked amused. 
Reeling from the aftershock of the scare, I dazedly appraised him from head to toe. He was dressed in a pitch-black business suit and had black hair that was slicked back to the nape of his neck. His face was defined in a savage but regal way. He reminded me of someone, but in my befuddled state, I couldn’t figure out who.
“Shit,” Eclipse muttered once he made eye contact with the man.
“Who is he?” I asked without delay, positive that Eclipse’s reaction meant that he and this looney tune were familiar with one another. “Is he a Demon?”
A dry laugh issued from Eclipse. “He’s a Demon, alright.”
I glanced at him sideways. “Who is he?”
“You know how I don’t get along with some of my Elders?” he prompted gravely. Never taking his eyes off the Demon, Eclipse took off his seatbelt and announced, “Well, here’s one of them.” 
My breath hitched at the announcement.
One of Eclipse’s brothers. 
In the past, we were the ones who sought out Eclipse’s brothers. For Sloth and Gluttony, their appearances, though intimidating, weren’t unexpected. We were the ones encroaching on their territory so there was a certain comfort in that relationship. However, it was a different experience to be sought out by one of Eclipse’s brothers. It might have been presumptuous of me, but I had a really bad feeling about all of this.
“Wh – which one is it?” I whispered unevenly, watching closely as the Demon came out of his immobile state. 
He took several retreating steps from the car. With a sense of authority radiating from his powerful stature, he lifted a lackadaisical hand and motioned for Eclipse to come out.
An arduous sigh escaped Eclipse’s lips before he sulkily answered, “Greed.”
Eclipse twisted around to face the baby Demons with purposeful eyes. Like myself, the baby Demons were drowning in unbridled fear. They may have been familiar with the more “laid-back” Dark Majesties, but Greed was a different breed. Though he had yet to say or do anything, his simple presence scared the living daylights out of me. Just when I thought I couldn’t be more afraid, every brother I met appeared to be scarier than the last.
“Stay in here,” Eclipse commanded them, reaffirming that my uneasiness with Greed’s impromptu appearance was merited. “Don’t come out.” 
“What about me?” I asked, staring wide-eyed at him.
Eclipse leveled his gaze onto me. However much I sensed that he would rather have me hiding out in the car, it was clear that Eclipse deduced such actions would do more harm than good. If a Dark Majesty was here, then I had to be introduced. Staying in the car wasn’t an option. 
“Come out,” he said carefully, his voice rippling with subtle warning for me to stay close to him. 
Shaking internally, I nodded and nervously unbuckled my seatbelt. We stepped out of our respective doors and came together in front of the car. As the wind blew droplets of rain over us, Eclipse and I walked side by side and approached Greed. 
Greed remained rooted in his position, smoking his cigar while his black eyes rested on us. Rain was pouring all around him, but in the circle he was standing in, rain did not dare encroach on his territory. Whereas we were drenched like dogs, he was dry from head to toe.
“Eclipse,” he greeted in a deep voice that drummed with prestigious air. The cigar’s smoke flittered like mist from his mouth.
Right away, I noted that he was a much different breed from Sloth and Tony. Sloth and Tony had an air of aristocracy to them, but it was in low dosages; for Greed, he practically radiated aristocracy. From how he stood, how he spoke, and how he acted, there was no doubt that he was created to have others kneel before him. 
I knew who he reminded me of now. 
His ambiance was exactly like Eclipse’s, and therein laid the problem. I could understand why they didn’t get along. A Kingdom couldn’t have multiple Kings, and Eclipse and Greed were the embodiment of alpha males butting heads. The tension was so thick between them that I could cut it with a knife. 
“To what do I owe the honor, Elder?” Eclipse asked diplomatically, though in the subtle inflections of his voice, one could detect his disdain for his brother. 
We stepped into the circle with Greed, now being completely sheltered from the weather. Rain continued to deluge like waterfalls, but it simply fell around us, never on us.
Greed smiled, the warmth not reaching his eyes. He tucked one hand into his pocket while his free hand held the cigar. “An older brother cannot visit his baby brother?”
“Not when he’s having fun ruining the economy of the human world,” remarked Eclipse.
Greed chuckled, exhilarated at the mention of his handiwork. Unlike Eclipse’s laughter that made my heart gallop a mile a minute, Greed’s laughter sent ice into the marrow of my bones.  
“Oh yes, these humans have certainly gotten greedier as the centuries passed. The break in their economy couldn’t have come sooner.” He surveyed his surroundings, looking proud that he had exterminated the vast majority of pests from their livelihood. “These humans are so weak-willed, always wanting more than they were ever meant to be given.” A dark, sinister shadow veiled over his eyes. “You know what the funny thing is? I’m just getting started. These cockroaches have no idea what else I have in store for them.”
His words sent a ripple of unease over me. The world economy was already bad. I couldn’t imagine how much worse it was going to get. 
“Why are you here when you’re so busy, Elder?” Eclipse inquired, his expression maintaining its pleasant features. His voice, however, was a different story. Eclipse was becoming very impatient. We still had a priest to interrogate. Since Greed wasn’t necessarily someone who Eclipse would voluntarily be in the company of, this meeting was more of an inconvenience than anything else. 
“I was reminded of your birthday yesterday and I wanted to come and check up on you,” Greed replied with false sincerity. His cool smile remained before a calculating sheen glowed in his obsidian eyes. “I also wanted to come and see how far along you were in terms of accomplishing your task.”
“Complications have arisen,” Eclipse said succinctly, offering no further details. 
Greed tried not to show it, but it was obvious this piqued his interest. “Which are?
Eclipse laughed warmly, faking considerateness. “I’d rather not share the burden.”
The twitch in his jaw indicated that Greed was not happy with Eclipse’s dismissive response. Maintaining his cool appearances, Greed tilted his head and instead asked, “Why are you leaving the protective veil of Seoul again?”
Eclipse raised a brow of inquiry as rain continued to fall with vigor. “Again?”
“Oh yes,” Greed said almost tauntingly. He was becoming more impatient with Eclipse as well. “I did hear about your firework show the other day. You were far from subtle, little brother. Careless, if I should say so myself.”
The edge of Eclipse’s mouth curved into a smirk. The air of apathy never eroded from his demeanor. “Then you know that it is best if I do not talk about it. I do not want to continue with my carelessness. I’m sure you understand.”
Though Greed’s face remained indifferent, the atmosphere around us started to become icier. He wasn’t pleased with the direction of the conversation and he was powerful enough to project his distaste into the air. His lips tightening, Greed blinked in irritation before casting his attention to the Rav4 behind us. He wasn’t happy with Eclipse’s cavalier attitude towards him, and if he couldn’t get information out of him, then he would go through other channels of pissing him off. 
“If father had a grave, he’d be rolling in it right now to see the state you’ve fallen into.” Greed eyed Eclipse coldly, anger finally lining his facial features upon the mention of his father. “Of course, we all know that you couldn’t care less about upsetting him, seeing as you’ve just come back from a failed war to take over his established monarchy.”
A muscle in Eclipse’s jaw flexed. Through his composed demeanor, I could sense he was trying very hard to maintain his patience. 
“I apologized, Elder,” he reminded evenly, the steel behind his voice lethal. 
If it was even possible, the air got colder with Eclipse’s anger.
“You came to us with an exchange for your freedom,” Greed corrected spitefully. “That’s not an apology, baby brother. That’s a negotiation.” He smirked before quietly moving out of the protective circle and into the rain to touch the hood of my car. Within the car, Coco and Phix were fearfully avoiding eye contact and staring at the ground. Even OinkOink was out of sight. “How miserable you must be right now to be so . . . pathetic,” Greed murmured, his fingers grazing over my car. “Look at the piece of shit car you’re driving. I’ve never seen anything more pitiful.”
“The car is not a piece of shit,” I muttered without thinking, the instinctive part of me becoming protective of my car. “It’s—” 
I stopped talking when I realized what I had done, but it was too late.
“Do not interrupt me when I’m speaking!” Greed growled at me like I was a dog barking out of turn. Finally acknowledging my insignificant and offensive existence, his frigid and unforgiving gaze pinned onto me. 
I reeled back like a sledgehammer had hit me. Despite my obvious fear of him and my obvious regret for being careless, his hostility did not subside. 
“Better yet, do not talk at all unless you’re addressed, you insufferable cockroach—”
Bam!
It happened so quickly that I didn’t get to see much of it.
One second, Eclipse was beside me, and the next, his hand was corded around Greed’s neck. Displaying incredible strength, he lifted Greed off his feet and slammed him onto the Rav4, tilting the car to one side. Inside the vehicle, the baby Demons and OinkOink were freaking out. 
Cold rain poured over the royal Demons, cultivating the heated anger between them. 
With Greed, who still had a look of indifference on his face, pinned against the car, Eclipse leaned in with deadly restraint. 
“If you speak to her like that again, then I will hand your ass to you.” 
Eclipse’s voice was composed, but the fire burning in his eyes was undeniable. He was pissed beyond all reason. 
“Eclipse, let him go,” I urged shakily, stepping into the rain and pulling at his dampened shoulders. 
It didn’t take a genius to see that Greed was merely uninterested at the moment. If he was truly provoked and fought Eclipse, then World War III would break out. I didn’t want Eclipse to lose his cool, use up his powers, and risk going back into hibernation. 
“When I convert her, she will become one of the most powerful Demons in existence,” Eclipse declared tightly, ignoring my calls. His eyes on his brother remained fierce. “She may be human right now, but her lineage surpasses even the rank of our father’s. It may not be wise to insult her when she could be a threat in the future. All that aside . . .” His grip grew stronger, the flesh on Greed’s neck looking like it was about to rip apart as Eclipse punctuated his point. “I’m sure you’re aware she has become my soul mate. She’s an extension of me now, and to put it simply: you fuck with her, you fuck with me. Having said that, I suggest in the near future, you exercise a bit more courtesy because no one fucks with me without getting a piece of my mind. Do we have an understanding, Elder?”
With any other living being, I was certain Eclipse’s warning would scare them shitless. Greed, on the other hand, appeared unaffected. If anything, he looked downright entertained by Eclipse’s outburst. 
He began to laugh mockingly as Eclipse loosened his grip. It was apparent that he was purposely trying to get Eclipse riled up. 
“You wouldn’t want to bring attention to yourself again, now would you?” Showcasing extreme power, he roughly pushed Eclipse off of him before fixing the collar of his shirt. The Rav4 fell back onto the road with a loud thud, eliciting more damage than Greed, who appeared completely untouched. Eyes swarming with distaste, Greed’s gaze carved into Eclipse’s. “Always so spoiled because you were Pride’s favorite.”
The protectiveness on Eclipse’s visage magnified. Now it wasn’t just over me, but it was also over the brother he respected. “You should show more respect when talking about our eldest brother.”
Greed’s lips lifted into a snarl. He cocked his head, measuring Eclipse with pity in his eyes. He couldn’t believe Eclipse was foolish enough to showcase such respect for their missing brother. 
“Still holding out for the powerful Pride to come back down to Hell? Come to your senses, Eclipse. It’s been thousands upon thousands of years. He’s not coming back.”
“You speak of coming to one’s senses, but who is the one holding out for an absent father who has been gone for millions of years?”
Greed’s black eyes pulsed with rage. 
The snarl on his face evolved into a sneer of disgust for Eclipse and everything that embodied his existence. 
“It is Pride’s fault that you are so arrogant and it’s his fault that the youngest of us became big-headed enough to think that he could overthrow the monarchy.” A smile too demonic to be human surfaced on his face. “Sloth and Gluttony may be apathetic about your ‘mistakes,’ but not all of us are as forgiving. You are lucky Wrath agreed to your little proposal to come up to Earth to convert this”—he eyed me slowly, his black orbs brimming with even more disgust—“waste of space, and to retrieve Genesis’ missing items because if the numbers were reversed, you’d be rotting away in your Kingdom.”
A smug grin touched Eclipse’s lips. “Luckily I was able to convince our Elder to see it my way then.”
“Consider yourself very blessed that you are my brother because if it were anyone else, I would’ve done everything in my power to make their life worse than Hell.”
I knew it took everything within Eclipse to not laugh at that ridiculous statement. 
“Yet you have no problem watching me suffer,” Eclipse stated instead, his face unimpressed. 
Greed smirked before turning to me, his voice still addressing Eclipse. “I take it you’ve not only come to make peace with your punishment, but you’ve become attached to it as well.” 
“Hard not to become attached to such a beautiful little thing,” Eclipse replied without a breath of hesitation.
Leave it to Eclipse to make my heart race even when I was already scared to death of his older brother.
“Yes, the sin you embody is lust,” Greed agreed airily. Once he was done looking me over and finished making me feel like trash, he refocused his attention on Eclipse. “Stupidity is embedded in that indulgence when it comes to women.” 
He smiled, this time the warmth finally meeting his black eyes. 
I wondered what could cause the sadistic Demon of Greed to smile so genuinely. He answered that question with his next words. 
“In any case, you should know that there are Demons on your tail. After your revealing the other day, it has been widely established that a Source is being converted. With the two of you leaving the veil over Seoul, it seems that every other part of the country is fair game. Be careful. I wouldn’t want you to fail and become human in this world. What a travesty that would be.”
An influx of anxiety found me, and I sensed it found Eclipse as well. 
“There are Demons on our tail?” Eclipse echoed softly. 
Greed nodded casually. “They are actually in the vicinity right now. They can smell her and they are adamant about finding her.” The amusement in his voice was undeniable. “Whatever you’re doing out here, I suggest you do it quickly because they are getting closer and closer.”
“And you just extended our time out here by making your little appearance,” I noted, staring at him in outrage.
That bastard.
He did all this on purpose. He deliberately made an appearance with the goal of slowing us down so those Demons could catch up to us. 
Greed chuckled, regarding me with impressed eyes. He turned back to Eclipse, the proud smile of his handiwork never leaving his face. With Sloth and Gluttony, as scary as they were, they were at least helpful. With Greed, there was no denying the hatred he harbored for Eclipse. 
“You know that these Demons are looking to overthrow your monarchy?” I incited at once, hoping the information would somehow convince him to help us.
“Yes. I am well aware that these rogue Demons are attempting to overthrow the monarchy. However, as of right now, they are not an immediate threat. When they become a higher concern for our Kingdoms, I will take care of them. Until then . . .” His diabolical eyes bore into us. “You can have your fun with them.” His gaze landed solely on Eclipse. “My gift to you is the warning,” Greed went on, knowing that for today, he was the one who got the last attack in. 
As more mocking laughter poured from his lips, Eclipse silently seethed. It looked like he was ready to lunge onto Greed and rip his head off. 
“Happy birthday, baby brother,” continued Greed. “Let’s hope you’ll still have eternity by your side when this is all over.” Greed turned in my direction, inclining his head at me. For the first time since we had met, he actually appeared civil with me. “Be well, little girl.”
And just like that, he disappeared into thin air, and we were left in nothing but mayhem. 
Shit.
“What the hell just happened?” I spluttered, bewildered by the surreal scene I was in. “It’s only been a few minutes and we got screwed over already?”
“That’s a Dark Majesty for you. When we screw someone over, we screw them over fast and we leave them reeling.” 
Eclipse wheeled around to face me at once. 
“Get in the car,” he commanded, pulling me with him. Urgency was pulsing in his voice. 
He opened the door to the passenger seat and helped me in before running to the driver’s seat. 
“Does this mean that Greed sent Demons after you?” I asked when the Rav4 lurched forward and we were driving at full power. 
Coco and Phix, who were quietly freaking out over Greed’s appearance, were now busy keeping a look out for Demons. Even OinkOink, who was sitting on Phix’s lap, was staring out the window in fear. 
The entire car was on high alert. 
“Maybe or maybe not.” 
Eclipse’s eyes fixed on the road. The windshield wipers swept furiously from side to side, the lights from the dashboard casting a purposeful glow on his features. 
“The fact that we’re back in the very place we met our last set of Demons is just our own unfortunate luck.” He sighed, scoffing in bitterness when he thought about his brother. “Greed just enjoys giving me bad news. That fucker. I should’ve run his ass over.”
“Would he have died?” I asked, wishing I didn’t stop Eclipse and had let him run that bigoted ass over. I never thought I’d say it, but I missed Sloth and Gluttony. At least they were the lesser of the evils in comparison to Greed. 
“No, but it would’ve been funny regardless.”
“That was really scary,” Coco breathed out in the back, her face pale. She was peering out the window, but I knew her mind was elsewhere. 
I gazed at her and Phix through the rearview mirror, recalling Eclipse’s earlier orders for them to stay in the car. 
To Eclipse, I asked, “Why did you make Coco and Phix stay in the car?”
“Because I’m Greed’s Demon,” Coco answered feebly.
Her words were meek, but they hit me with the force of a bullet. 
My jaw went slack. “What?” I was dumbstruck. “I – I thought Phix was your Creator?”
“I am,” said Phix, his face equally as pale as Coco’s. He glimpsed at Coco and said, “Usually, the Creator gets to ‘keep’ the one he created, but in the end, a Dark Majesty has the executive power.”
My mind continued to draw a blank. “What does that mean?”
“Coco exchanged her soul for fame and fortune,” Eclipse explained as rain fell harder onto the car. “She became a Demon because of greed—that is her sin. If my Elder wants to throw rank, then he has the power to command her into his Kingdom. We Royal Demons usually couldn’t care less about things like this, but since Coco is with Phix and since they are helping me, I wouldn’t put it past my Elder to take Coco away just so I’d be without the extra help.”
“I’m weaker without the one I created,” said Phix. “If he takes her, then her soul belongs to him.”
“And I would die if I go with him,” said Coco, her voice meeker. “I’m still new and he won’t teach me the ways of the new life. I have to stay with Phix if I want a chance of surviving into my ‘adult’ years.”
I went quiet, assimilating everything. All these bylaws of the biblical world remained foreign to me, but I understood the general information they imparted. Phix needed Coco’s soul to keep the remainder of his powers so that he could help Eclipse. Coco needed to stay with Phix so he could continue to train her, and Eclipse and I needed Phix and Coco simply because we couldn’t do this alone.  
I shook my head, despising Greed even more. 
“He would take Coco,” I murmured seconds later. 
The comment garnered a grunt of agreement from everyone. The baby Demons and I may not have personally known Greed, but we knew how cruel someone like Greed could be. I wouldn’t put it past Greed to do something like that. If I were that pissed at someone, then I would do anything to hurt them.
“That would be one of his ultimate ‘fuck you’s’ to me,” said Eclipse, his face twisting with sourness.
“He was such an ass,” I commented, once again riding on Eclipse’s shit-talking coattails. 
“You thought Greed was an ass?” Eclipse laughed. “You have no idea. Compared to Wrath and Envy, meeting Greed was the equivalent of rolling down a hill with a big teddy bear.”
My eyes rounded. “Are you serious?”
He nodded.
“What’s the story behind you and Greed?” I then asked, my eyes alert on the rain-slick road. “Why does he dislike you so much? Well, you know, aside from your overbearing personality.” 
Eclipse smirked at the little dig I added in. 
“Out of the seven of us, Pride was the first one my father created, thereby meaning by an unspoken rule that he is our leader. He is not our King, our God, or our Master, but he is the cohesive glue that is supposed to keep us together—unite us. As much as he can anyway.” 
He expelled a weary sigh. 
“Growing up, I was closest to my eldest brother. Every time I disobeyed the established bylaws, he was the one who bailed me out. As the youngest, my authority within the monarchy isn’t as prominent as the others. However, with my Elder’s obvious favoritism, I was given more power and leeway than I should’ve been given. He essentially enabled my behavior and that heavily annoyed my other brothers. Greed and I have butted heads since my birth, but as you can tell, Greed heavily respects our father. When I attempted to overthrow the monarchy, it was the last straw. Suffice to say, I’m on his shit list.” 
“Seems like I’m on his shit list too,” I mumbled, remembering how worthless and insignificant he made me feel.
Eclipse turned to me, his visage encouraging. “Next time he talks to you like that, just give him the middle finger.”
“What if he breaks my finger?”
“I’ll break his neck.”
I would have laughed if Coco’s worried voice hadn’t broken us out of our musings and yanked us back to reality.
“Guys,” she announced apprehensively, her complexion turning a shade paler. Her eyes were peering anxiously out the window. “I don’t think that’s normal.”
On her prompt, we turned to our respective windows. My eyes bloomed at once. All around, grayish black fog had started to descend towards us from the mountains, moving with such blurring velocity that I knew it couldn’t be normal fog. My eyes enlarged even further when I recognized it as the same fog we saw on the train.
“I don’t think that’s normal either,” said Phix, whose eyes were staring at the sky. 
Almost reluctantly, we cast our gaze upwards and discovered that gloomy clouds had moved over us, just like dark shadows.  
A blast of ice-cold air hit my face, sending a layer of frost to rake my body. 
Then—
Whoosh!
Whoosh! 
Two clouds of black smoke swept past us on each side of the car, causing the Rav4 to undulate from side to side. 
Like comets flying down towards the earth, the black smokes from the sky started to plunge onto the road around us. One by one, the Demons materialized from the smoke, standing mere yards from us. 
Shit.
They had found us.



 
 
 
 
 
 
“Thou shall not tempt the impossible?”

29: Night of the Dead Sun 
 
“Damn it!” 
With a reflexive response, Eclipse promptly veered the Rav4 off the road, slammed into several Demons who were in our way, and gunned the car over a hill. The downward slope led us into the grassy countryside. Mud splashed over the windshield, momentarily blocking our view. When the windshield wipers cleared out the mud, we saw that a horde of new Demons had continued to materialize from the black smoke. 
Thump! Thump! Thump!
My nerves were on edge as mud flew all around the car. The Rav4 growled exhaustively, fighting past its physical capacity as everyone in the car fell into a deep panic. The only one who preserved his composure was Eclipse. He continued to drive at an unsurpassed speed, bringing us closer and closer to what appeared to be the woods. When we made it close to the towering trees, the car came to a jerking stop. 
“Let’s go!” Eclipse was immediately at my door, pulling me out. 
Behind us, Phix and Coco followed suit and jumped out. I managed to sling my backpack on, but I could barely get my mind to work. Everything was happening so fast. I didn’t get a chance to register what Eclipse was planning to do until he began ushering me towards the direction of the woods. He led me to the entrance that acted as a gateway between the countryside and the forest that spread beyond the expanse of the land.
“Go!” Eclipse ordered, pushing me towards the dark forest. “Go! Go in now!”
I gaped at him as black shadows soared over us, continuously speeding onto the ground like comets. 
“What about you?!” I asked over the loud commotion wracking the land. It felt like I had been transported into a warzone with bombs going off every second.
“I have my powers on and near the Holy Land,” he answered as more Demons materialized around us. “They don’t. I’m going to kill them.”
“But – but you said you’re still recuperating!”
“It will take a while to kill them all, but I will kill them.”
My voice shook at the thought of him using his powers to kill all these Demons. The remembrance of him at the inn came flooding back into my mind.
“Don’t you remember what happened last time?!”
“I lost control last time,” he answered urgently, his distracted eyes canvassing the field. By now, Phix and Coco had stopped beside us, looking around in vigilance and awaiting further instructions from Eclipse. “This time I know what I need to do.”
“But—” 
“The ground gets stronger every time you move close to the Holy Land,” he interjected, steering me to the entry point of the woods. Uninterested in dallying around when he had Demons to take care of, he pointed towards the canopy of trees. “From this direction, if you keep running straight, you will find the cathedral. It will be a long way, but if you keep running, you should make it within several hours.” 
I tried to get a word in edgewise, but Eclipse wasn’t having any of it. 
“Run in,” he emphasized again. “Find Father Baek and stay in the cathedral with him until I come for you.”
“I—”
“Coco, you’re staying with her,” he instructed Coco, disregarding any impending arguments I wanted to give. “If there are Demons after you, you know what to do.” When Coco nodded in understanding of his commands, Eclipse wheeled around to face Phix. “Do you still have some of your powers left?”
Phix displayed no fear. With his chin held high, he simply said, “Let’s take them.”
“When that Masked Demon comes, he’s going to find out who you are!” I shouted manically. 
What was wrong with him? The events of our last visit to Serenity were fresh in my mind, causing my trepidation to increase tenfold. Eclipse’s only saving grace in this world was that no one knew he was a Dark Majesty. When we last left Serenity, this fact was still true. These Demons saw him as my human boyfriend, not my Demon. If it got out that he was actually my Guardian Demon, then he was going to be more screwed than ever. Whoever this Masked Demon was, I had the innate feeling that we couldn’t let him figure out Eclipse’s true identity.
“He won’t,” Eclipse said quickly, already anticipating this problem. “No one will know.” I wanted to argue again, but I was silenced when he stared at me straight in the eyes. “Trust me. I know what I’m doing. No one will find out that I’m a Dark Majesty. If they do, I will kill them before they can even think of telling anyone. Now, I need you to run. There are too many Demons out here—I can’t risk you staying here. Just run. The closer you get to the Holy Land, the safer you’ll be.”  
He urgently brought me deeper into the entrance. I knew he wasn’t worried for himself, but for me. When it looked like he was about to push me in and turn away, he instead held my chin with his forefinger and thumb and tilted my gaze up to meet his. 
I thought he was going to kiss me—deep down, I wanted him to kiss me. Instead, he let out a sharp exhale before closing his eyes and pressing his forehead against mine. It was hard to accept that less than twenty-four hours prior, we were in our own safe world. It was the polar opposite of the warzone we were currently in.
He gazed down at me, his eyes holding mine with care. 
“If you die, I’m going to burn this world alive. So whatever happens, I suggest you stay alive until I see you again.” 
Then, without another word, he pushed me into the woods before walking back to where Phix stood. He swept past Phix and walked into a field where rain was pouring profusely. Drawing in a deep breath, Eclipse stood at the center of the field with his arms outstretched. He closed his eyes and inclined his head up to the skies . . .
Almost instantly, a soft rumbling began to take place as the rain stopped pouring. The air quivered with an arctic chill. The ashen skies began to gradually darken as ungodly black clouds began to shroud over the earth. On the ground, a swirl of wind took form, throwing dust all around us with the fervor of a tornado. A sudden hush presided over the world before a dark shadow swept over the entire land, eating up every shred of light and turning day into night.
The stream of my pulse stopped when I registered that Eclipse had literally turned day . . . into night. 
If this astronomical feat wasn’t enough, the ground began to crack as black fire rose out of the earth. At that same moment, a torrential snowstorm descended from the black sky, covering the ground with inches of snow within seconds. As the wind worsened and the skies grew darker, the black fire continued to filter out of the fissure. The tendrils of fire curled beside Eclipse, and I swore I could hear it growling. Once the last of the smoke floated out of the pit, it coalesced into three animal silhouettes. 
“Grrrr . . .”
Oh my God.
My eyes expanded when I made out what they were. 
Hellhounds.
Three to be precise.
Black hellhounds that were as enormous as lions and had the most ferocious faces I had ever seen. With red eyes that had fire dancing within them, their muscles bunched under their big bodies while their growls rivaled the booming of a commencing storm. 
The hellhounds breathed roughly, surveying the expanse of the land with their murderous eyes. Upon perusal, they locked their gazes on me and bared their sharp teeth like I was a meal they would love to feast on.
It wasn’t until Eclipse turned to me that I snapped out of my stupor. The velocity of the wind picked up when he opened his eyes.
“Go!” he ordered at once. 
Coco jerked my arm with her. “Let’s go!” 
As I left, I saw the hellhounds running in several different directions, attacking the Demons who were closing in on us. Then, the very last thing I saw was Eclipse staring at me one final time before he turned away to fight those Demons . . .
“Coco!” I screamed, struggling to pull away from her so I could run back to them. Snow descended heavily around us, the wind whipping at our bodies without leniency. “No, Coco! We can’t leave them!”
“They’re fine! They’re fine!” Coco shouted, holding me tight. We hurdled around trees and sank deeper into the heart of the forest. “He blacked out the entire world.”
Breathless, I gaped at her. “What?”
“He blacked out the entire world,” she hurriedly explained, continuously guiding us through the shadowy forest. “No one from Heaven or Hell can see him or see what’s happening right now. He and Phix have to fight those Demons and kill them off one by one, but you can’t be there. You’ll just get in the way. If you want to help them, you have to get as far from here as possible.” 
Though I wanted to argue, I knew she had a valid point. Plagued with no other choice, I nodded in the darkness and picked up the pace with her. I had never felt more useless than I did at this moment. One of the perils of being human in this powerful world was that I had become that girl—the one who everyone protected and the one who couldn’t help anyone. My reality was that I had to keep going. This wasn’t my world and I had no power over it. If I stayed, I would be a liability. Despite my reluctance, I did the most logical thing and ran because it was too late to do anything else.
The world grew darker and colder as we sprinted through the forest. The wind howled, bringing with it a snowstorm that blinded us. Cold flakes ate at my skin while the branches of trees rammed into us like tidal waves, leaving us disoriented. The only source of light came when the Heavens rumbled with thunder and lightning.
Crack.
All of a sudden, we heard rustling sounds that broke through the harmony of the night, indicating that there was something preternatural in our presence.
“Do you hear that?” asked Coco, her voice intensifying with alertness. 
I did.
In the vast darkness, my other senses were heightening and I could hear everything clearer. There are others here with us. The rustling sounds amplified before I heard stampeding footsteps digging into the snow. 
Damn it.
Accelerating the movement of our legs, we lashed our heads from side to side to try to see past the darkness. And then, we saw them—the silhouettes of two Demons. 
“Go first!” Coco hastily screamed when the footsteps advanced on us. “I’ll catch up!”
“Coco, no!” I cried, fearfully tightening my grip on her. I was already worried about Eclipse and Phix. I didn’t want to be worried about her too. “Don’t—Ahh!” 
She flattened her hands against my chest and pushed me away, triggering me to fall off the small hill we were on. I rolled down without being able to stop and landed on a pile of leaves and dirt that were being submerged by snow. 
Disoriented from the fall, I peered up and could vaguely see Coco doubling back.
Two Demons appeared out of the shadows, both looking like the ones I saw on the train. They were tall, bald, and had faces that were covered with black tattoos. Unlike the last time, they were well prepared for the Holy Land. They each held knives in their hands and came ready to fight. What surprised me more was when I saw Coco rip a nine-section chain whip—the type you’d only see in movies—from inside her black jacket pocket. 
There was no warning for the action that came after that.
Coco was out for blood and she was planning on acquiring it through force. 
Slash!
The metal chain unraveled like a snake in the cold night, slashing downwards onto the two Demons with unmatched fury. The blade at the end of the chain came down with rapid swipes against their bodies, causing diagonal cuts to appear on their chests. Hints of blood poked out of their wounded chests before Coco began fighting them hand-to-hand with martial art skills that I didn’t know she possessed. 
“Hah!”
She leapt against trees and performed bone-crushing punches and lightning fast kicks that seemed out of this world. Standing at an arm’s length from them, she corded the chain around one of the Demon’s arms. When the Demon had no choice but to loosen his grip, Coco pushed him away and roughly kicked at the knife’s pommel. The action sent the knife flying past the cheek of the second Demon, nicking him cleanly across the face before nailing into the tree behind them.
The second Demon, the taller of the two, touched his cheek where blood was seeping out. He turned to his comrade and smirked before returning his attention to Coco. 
“A baby Demon who has been trained very well by her Creator,” the one with the bloody cheek whispered. Laughter poured from him as his eyes darkened murderously. “Stand back, kid. Our fight isn’t with you. All we want is the girl.” 
Coco clenched her teeth. “Over my dead body, assholes.”
They grinned with sick glee. “That can easily be arranged.”
Bam!
They wasted no time in rounding in and attacking her. 
While Coco attempted to further neutralize them by whipping the chain, the Demons were ready now. In a fluid motion that indicated years upon years of combat training, they bypassed her attacks by hurling around the weapon with ease. Rising up after dodging the attack, the second Demon grabbed the chain and tugged Coco towards him. In her moment of distraction, the first Demon used the golden opportunity to extract his knife from the tree. Before I could scream for her to run, he poised the knife over her and began to repeatedly stab the blade into her midsection.
The sound of a blade ripping into flesh broke into the forest.
“Augh!” 
Coco relieved herself of the chain and rotated out of their hold. With her wound bleeding profusely, she elbowed the first Demon, twisted the knife out of his grasp, and began slashing at them wildly. She was holding her own, but just like the limits of reality, the numbers were against her. Her skills weren’t enough to overpower the two Demons who appeared to have the same amount of fighting power as her. They fought back hard, and I could see she was struggling.
What are you waiting for?! my inner self screamed. Help her! 

 “Coco!” Adrenaline spiking my veins, I jarred myself out of my rigid state and staggered towards the incline. Battling past the snowstorm, I tried to climb up the snowy slope, struggling to find traction on the snow to boost myself up. After a mind-numbing battle, I managed to leverage myself onto the top of the incline. 
“Coco?!” I screamed in a shrill voice. I slashed my hand around, fighting through the flurry of snow. I struggled to find her—to help her. “Coco?!”
I pricked my ears up in a desperate attempt to detect her whereabouts. The more I tried to listen for Coco and the Demons, the more distant they became. It was like something was muting their voices and pulling them away from me . . .
Soon, nothing but the mayhem of the storm consumed my senses. 
All of a sudden—
Whooooosh!
I was yanked out of my daze when I diverted my attention skyward and saw several plumes of black smoke fly overhead. The entire forest shook from the current of its speed before the black smoke descended down like meteors, just several yards from where I was standing. 
Run, my instincts commanded. They are here. Run!
“Coco?!” I called out once more.
Again, there was no response. 
Faced with a new threat of my own, I knew I couldn’t stay where I was. If I wanted to make it out of this alive, I had to leave Coco behind.
Please be okay, I hoped in my mind for Coco before I heeded the command of my instincts. 
Picking my legs up, I sped through the frigid wind, delved deeper into the shadow of the woods, and ran for dear life.  
Huff . . . Huff!
In the chaotic blizzard, I sprinted without any sense of direction. I ran into snow-covered branches, stumbled over bushes, slammed into trees, and tripped and fell countless times without discrimination. Speed may have been on my side, but coordination eluded me long ago. The only thing that mattered was getting away from whatever was in the forest with me—from whatever that was after me. 
“Hahaha . . .”
The fine hairs on the back of my neck stood up when I heard a disembodied chuckle echoing throughout the wilderness, the proximity of the mocking laughter too close for comfort. Anxiety rushing through my nerves, I increased my pace and embarked on what felt like the longest run of my life. 
Huff . . . Huff!
With clouds of warm steam filtering from my mouth, I continued to race the wind, hurtling over a fallen tree trunk and feeling my backpack bounce against my back. I was in the midst of ducking underneath a branch when a body came out of nowhere and tackled me with the force of a cannon. 
Bam!
“Ahhh!”
Thunk!
I flew into the air and slammed back-first into the tree behind me. My backpack may have cushioned the brunt of the impact, but an outpour of pain ignited within me nonetheless. The hundred-year-old tree felt like steel against the frailty of my back. At the force of the collision, snow collapsed from the tree branches and joined me as I fell back to the ground with a reverberating thud. 
“Augh . . .”
I crumpled to the ground and wheezed desperately for air. For the longest time, I couldn’t see or feel anything but pain. Groaning, I buried my head into the snow, hoping to find solace in the prickling ice. Such a gesture did little to abate the pain ripping through my body. I was still trembling when I felt someone tug at my collar, forcefully bringing me to my feet. 
I nearly screamed when I came face to face with my next horror: the Red Tie Demon. 
“Hello Grace,” he greeted with a hiss that sent tremors pillaging through my terrified soul. “Or should I call you Source? It’s been a while.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
“Thou shall not covet the sun and the moon.”

30: Demonic Horsemen
 
“Y – You – ” I choked out, unable to say anything else because I was too stupefied by his sudden appearance. 
“Yes, me,” Red Tie replied evenly, his voice throbbing with animosity. “The one you embarrassed, the one you made a fool of the last time we met.”
His sinister grin indicated that he hadn’t gotten over the humiliation Eclipse and I put him through the last time we visited this part of the country. Payback was on the forefront of his mind, and he didn’t find it necessary to be subtle about it. 
“You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this moment, you little bitch,” he rasped heatedly. “No one makes a fool out of me and goes away unpunished.” He lifted me up so that we were nose to nose, the dark orbs of his gaze cutting into mine with hatred. The vicious shadow on his tattooed face promised pain. “I am going to make you wish you were never born.” 
Without another word, the bloodthirsty Demon used all the demonic strength he had to lift me up like I was a rag doll and hurl me into another tree.
My back rocketed against the tree before I crashed to the ground with violent intensity. This time the fall was less merciful. Instead of landing directly on the snow, my skull smashed against a boulder. The loud impact sang into the forest, opening a gash on the right side of my forehead. The pain was so blinding that I was surprised I hadn’t passed out from the throbbing alone. 
I sucked in a sharp, excruciating breath as I felt the flesh on my forehead rip apart. Blood spurted out like a fountain, polluting the white snow beneath me. However much the rest of my body was aching from the second collision, none of it held a candle to the pain that wreaked havoc in my skull. It felt like my head had been cracked open.
“Not so tough without that boyfriend of yours, are you?” Red Tie taunted, relishing in the fact that I was completely at his mercy.
“He’s near,” I lied, sucking in another agonized breath.
I moved to sit upright, feeling woozy as blood slid down my face and continued to drip onto the snow. It probably wasn’t the best idea to sit up right after the assault, but I didn’t care. I refused to lie facedown on the ground like a fallen animal that had been conquered. 
“Do not lie, Grace,” he warned me airily, flicking his right index finger in disapproval. “I saw him and some other kid fighting for their lives outside these woods. We both know he’s not even close to being near.”
“Fighting for their lives?” My heart pounded in unexpected alarm. I had only left them a second ago. How could Eclipse and Phix be in danger already? How could they be fighting for their lives when they were supposed to be busy taking lives? 
“I’m afraid your knight-in-shining-armor is not going to be able to save you today.” Red Tie smirked, drawing his gaze upwards to the dark sky that brewed with a foreboding storm. “Very powerful magic has been evoked to protect you. I’ve never seen the skies this dark. It’s hard to believe that it’s the middle of the afternoon right now.” 
Though his tone was impressed, he was also immensely amused. He averted his eyes back to me, his expression one of pure mockery. 
“It seems that your Demon is only interested in saving you, not your boyfriend. If your Demon had his best interest at heart, then he would’ve cut the kid more of a break instead of leaving him at the mercy of my brothers and sisters. In any case . . .” He laughed in a low, dark rumble, the murderous sheen in his eyes glowing with sick excitement. “I’m glad to be the one who found you. You know, considering that we have unfinished business. It’s a bit poetic, don’t you think?”
“You think you’re going to be the one to catch the Source?” I scoffed, my eyes shooting daggers into him. I tilted my head, wondering why he was being so haughty when I knew he had a superior. If this Demon was near, then I suspected the Masked Demon couldn’t be far behind. “Where’s that masked leader of yours?”
“He’s on his way,” he imparted. “He was on a very important trip, but once we caught wind that you decided to return to this part of the country, we dropped everything to come and greet you.” He slanted his head, guffawing disbelievingly. “Being the infamous six-year-old murderer was already impressive to have on your résumé, but now that we’ve learned you’re a Source as well, there’s no way we’re letting you go. You may have gotten the best of us last time, but this is a new day and it seems that luck is on my side.” 
Another malicious smile marked his lips. “We were ordered to bring you back alive, but I’m sure my superiors won’t mind a couple of bruises on you—or gashes for that matter.” 
He advanced towards me, cracking his knuckles in anticipation. 
“Now take a deep breath, Source, because the fun isn’t over yet. It’s only beginning. And once I’m done taking care of you, I’m going to rip that bastard boyfriend of yours limb by limb.”
A swarm of rage entered me.
“We’ll see about that,” I furiously grounded out, clenching my fists. 
Despite his obvious physical advantage over me, I would be damned if I allowed anyone to beat me—or threaten Eclipse’s welfare—without putting up some sort of fight. I’d rather die on my feet than live on my knees. With that resolve in mind, I allowed the wrath brewing inside me to act as my adrenaline. Locking eyes on him like a hawk, I sprang up and charged at full throttle, rallying all the strength I had before ramming into him without mercy. 
“Arrgh! Fuck!” he screamed when his back collided with the tree behind us. As he crumpled down from the unexpected attack, I picked up a rock from beneath the snow and slammed it on the side of his head. 
Thunk!
Another loud string of obscenities blasted from his lips. He fell to the ground, blood pouring from the newly created gash on his head. As a final insurance to ensure my escape, I kicked him in the stomach with brutal force and thrust the rock at the back of his bald head before scrambling away. 
“Graceeeeeeee . . .” I heard him call out from behind me, his body hunched over in the distance. 
Hilarity lurked behind his voice, and an unsettling thought came over me. Though I dreaded this as a possibility, I couldn’t help but think that he was too happy with my “escape.” As crazy as it sounded, it felt like he wanted me to run. His next words confirmed that my speculation was spot on. 
“You should’ve come with me. I would’ve gone easier on you than them . . .” 
His jeers caused a chasm of terror to erupt in my gut. 
Them?
The blood spilling out of my wound seemed to have boiled at the warning. Them? I shook my head. No. There’s no one else. He’s lying. He’s just trying to scare me. Despite assuring this to myself, I kept running faster. I attempted to block him out, to keep him from planting seeds of paranoia in my head. I was fast, but not fast enough to escape the last of his chilling words.
“My Creators,” his laughing voice clarified in the distance. The blizzard I was in grew worse, almost in anticipation of what was to come. “You should be honored that they have personally made an appearance for you. They have been dying to meet you, Grace . . .”
I was still desperate to believe that he was lying to me when I suddenly felt the ground quake.
Boom! Boom!
Boom! Boom!
A bombardment of heavy footfalls blasted around me. Judging from the tremors spiking through the foundations of the earth, the deafening force didn’t sound like normal footsteps. It sounded like the hooves of unearthly powerful animals.
Boom! Boom!
Boom! Boom!
The upsurge of shivers that infested my body told me everything I needed to know: a new evil had befallen me, and this was one that I did not want to meet. 
Boom! Boom!
Boom! Boom!
Shit! Shit! I chanted, realizing that I was truly on my own. There was no one to protect or watch over me. It was just me against them, and if the excessive shaking of the ground was any indication, then I knew I was in a world of trouble. 
Boom! Boom!
Boom! Boom!
With quivers wracking over me, I pivoted around in an attempt to make out who was chasing after me. I couldn’t see anything in the blinding darkness, but I couldn’t stop looking. Above me, lightning continued to streak across the sky at thirty second intervals, acting as my only source of light. I did my best to focus on where the sound was originating from, but my senses felt jumbled. I continued to run, still wildly surveying the vicinity when, from the corner of my eye, I spotted several black silhouettes appear and disappear through the canopy of trees. 
I expelled a terrified gasp once I discovered that the sinister shadows chasing after me were now mere yards away. 
Fighting against the iciness that infiltrated my bloodstream, I picked up the pace and sprinted through the woods like prey in the night. My wounded head throbbed and I could feel the wooziness overtake me, but my survival instincts kept me running.
Boom! Boom!
Akin to skilled hunters moving in on their prey, the earthshaking footfalls drew closer and closer. 
Then finally— 
Boom! Boom!
Something whizzed past me, just a couple feet away from my ear. I turned on instinct and came face to face with a black horse that had crimson red eyes, teeth as sharp as the blade of a knife, and flaring nostrils that had remnants of steam billowing out of it. 
I resisted the impulse to scream even though it was one of the most frightening sights I had ever seen. 
Equally as terrifying, if not more, was the cloaked figure on that horse. 
Although I couldn’t make out a face in the thick shadows, I knew that the figure was looking directly at me. 
When he laughed, the already cold temperature dipped several more degrees.
Oh God! Oh God!
Shaking like a leaf, I stumbled away from that horseman and skirted around several trees in an attempt to lose him. While wiping the blood and snow from my pale face, I thrashed my head around. To my dismay, I discovered that several Demonic Horsemen had surrounded me.
Five to be exact.
My chest tightened violently because, even when I didn’t know anything about the biblical world, I knew that I had truly become prey to some of the most savage predators in creation.
“Let’s see how fast you can run, Source,” the demonic voices finally hissed all around me, making me realize that all along, they hadn’t been chasing me. They had been taunting me—warming me up. Now that they had embedded enough fear into me, they were ready to challenge me mercilessly.
“Ahhhh!” 
When they advanced on me all at once, their black gloved hands reaching out for me through the falling snow, I knew that warm-ups were officially over and that the real chase with these Demons was about to commence.
A bone-chilling laugh resonated from each of the Demons before one unifying voice emitted from them, terrorizing every ounce of my being and jumpstarting one of the most terrifying pursuits of my life.
“Let it begin . . .”
Their hands came at me, just a whisper away from my head, and I dove out of range, rolling down a snowy slope before springing back onto my feet. I swiveled around the trees, leaping out of the way as the horses came close to me. The one good thing about the forest was that I was able to escape into the little nooks and crannies that the horses couldn’t fit into. Through pure luck, I was able to swoop into an opening in the trees and garner some distance. 
Swinging my arms like pendulums, I surfaced from the forest and jumped into a clearing that had been submerged by snow. Aware that I no longer had the woods as my fortress, I picked up the pace, fighting wind and snow to put more distance between me and the Demonic Horsemen. 
Boom! Boom!
Soon after, the five horsemen materialized out of the shadows of the woods. In a synchronized manner, they trailed after me, their horses whinnying with impatience. They ran in a v-formation behind me, approximately two hundred yards away. They were far off, but they were gaining momentum each time their horses took an advancing gallop.
“Ahhhh!”
To my right, one of the horsemen caught up with me. His demonic horse bent down to take a bite out of my arm. 
Fortunately, I was able to duck in time, only allowing the horse to rip a piece of my jacket off. With a scrap of my jacket hanging from his horse’s hungry mouth, the horseman raced past me, bringing his horse to a halt before redirecting it back to me. 
By now, all the horsemen had caught up with me.
My instincts going into overdrive, I zigzagged from one corner to the other, battling to avoid being caught by the demonic riders who were reaching out for me. They were quick, but they didn’t have my dexterity. Every time they reached for me, I would tumble underneath one horse, sweep around the other, and scramble away until I was running ahead of them in the open fields, regaining my lead. 
Huff . . . Huff!
When I felt my knees grow weak, I knew I couldn’t attempt to outrun them anymore. It was only a matter of time before I had to stop, which meant that I had to think up something fast. An idea then flashed in my mind. Why didn’t I think of this before? I tugged my backpack in front of me and abruptly stopped in the middle of the field. I ripped out my big bag of emergency salt and poured a big circle of salt around me. 
Once I was done, I took out the rest of my emergency supplies and poured holy water over myself for safe measure. 
Panting and dripping wet, I waited, my eyes widening when I discovered that there were more Demons pursuing me than I had realized. I had only been paying attention to the horsemen, but in reality, there were also twenty foot soldiers behind them, chasing after me as well. 
As if on cue, they all came to an abrupt stop at the circle formation I fashioned with my salt. 
There was nowhere else for me to run.
I was completely and utterly surrounded.



 
 
 
 
 
 
“iiEumin nehsoya, ni eterniie.”

Epilogue: Something Deadly is Coming 
 
The five horsemen stopped at the lower curve of the circle, approximately twenty feet away from me. They loomed before me like imposing skyscrapers. 
Outside of that immediate curve, roughly another thirty feet away, were the foot soldiers: Red Tie and his minions. I stared at them and then back at the ones who caused unrivaled fear to bubble in my gut.
Steam continued to rise out of the Demonic Horsemen’s black horses. I knew they weren’t ordinary horses, not by a long shot. Our horses may eat hay, but I had a sinking feeling that these horses ate human flesh. I could feel the wind creep over the missing fabric where the horse tried to take a chunk out of me. Judging by how those horses were baring their teeth at me, I suspected they were very hungry for a taste of my flesh. 
Thunder peeled in the sky as the Demonic Horsemen continued to sit there, merely regarding me with quiet interest. A minute later, as the flurry of snow began to calm and wither away, the riders finally relieved the cloaks of their duties. The blazing fabric rested on their horses, revealing the true faces of the Demons.
Apparently the five “horsemen” weren’t all men. 
There were two female Demons and three male Demons. All appeared to be in their forties and all had an air of aristocracy attached to them. With a black mask covering the upper portions of their faces, they couldn’t have looked more intimidating. 
However, the masks didn’t stay on for long. 
They waved a careless hand over their faces, and in adherence, the masks began to evaporate like water under the sun. 
Unlike Red Tie and the Demons in the outer limits of the formation, all of whom had intricate lines and tattoos on their faces, these Demons only possessed tattoos on the upper portions of their faces. 
The Demonic Horsemen had the silhouette of two serpents as eyebrows while there was a faint white shadow of a crucifix on their foreheads that ran down to the bridge of their noses. They had the eyes of snakes—narrow pupils that were in the shape of sharp, elongated diamonds. They were all dressed in dark business apparel that blended in almost perfectly with the shadows. The only anomaly in their attire was the clerical collars around their necks. 
Much to my dismay, I concluded that they resembled demonic priests and priestesses rather than “regular” Demons. 
When they spoke, I was surprised that they didn’t possess the tongue of a snake as well. 
“You’re right,” one of the female Demons with long white hair verbalized, her voice sounding more like a hiss than a voice. “This one is a very fast runner.”
Though she wasn’t looking at him, I realized she was speaking to Red Tie.
When I glanced at him, Red Tie fixed me with a stare that promised pain. Soundlessly, he said, “You’re going to get it now.”
The Demons on the horses dismounted, landing so viciously on the snow that the ground shook, the earth pitifully attempting to readjust to their commanding strength. As their heavy boots dug into the snow, the five Demons began to circle me like sharks, their expressions unhurried as they stepped around the salt, never once coming close to it. 
“There’s nowhere to run,” one of the male Demons, the palest one out of the group, cautioned with a raspy voice. He was smiling—or what I presumed to be a smile—while I was trying to figure out the next step of my escape plan. “We are the best of our kind. It is virtually impossible to outrun us.”
Another male Demon, the most heavy-set out of the group, peered up at the skies. “Your Demon must be a very powerful Demon if he can blind the Heavens in a matter of minutes. Then again, if I had my own Source, then I would fight Heaven and Hell to protect you as well.”
“Come out of the circle, Source,” the second female Demon coaxed. Her long black hair flapped with the current of the wind. “You cannot stay in there forever.”
“S-screw you,” I whispered shakily. 
Though the protection of the salt and the holy water gave me some semblance of comfort, I only had a small ounce of bravado left. Sadly, the last vestige of my bravery eviscerated when they all smiled sadistically at me. The smiles they presented froze my blood and their next words rendered me paralyzed. 
“Far be it from us to go easy on you then . . .”
What happened next occurred so quickly that I couldn’t believe my eyes. 
Without so much as a hint of trepidation, they each raised their left foot, stepped over the line of salt, and moved into the circle formation with me. 
Oh no. 
Before I could even think to run, they already advanced towards me. The male Demon who had been quiet the entire time—the one who wore silver cross earrings—approached me with blinding speed. In one breath, he was five feet away with the rest of the Demons, and when I blinked, he was right in front of me. 
“Ah!”
He grabbed at the area of my throat that was drenched with holy water and he did not even blink an eye of concern. Judging from the authoritative power that poured out of him, it was clear that he was the leader of this terrifying group. 
I concluded then how screwed I was.
I wasn’t dealing with low-level Demons. No, I was dealing with those at the very top of the demonic pyramid.
“You were able to get away last time because we were unprepared for the Holy Land, but now, the titans have come for you, Source,” the Demon hissed, the bloodlust prominent in his savage face. “Consider yourself honored. We rarely leave our thrones. For us to personally come out to acquire you is eventful in itself.”
Though I was shaking, I managed to ask, “What kind of Demons are you?” 
I didn’t understand how the salt and the holy water did little to affect them.
The Demon laughed, the pale cross on his face seemingly gleaming with pride. “The type of Demons a Source like you should never meet.”
“Brother, we were ordered to bring her back alive,” the heavy-set Demon warned hoarsely, though he made no effort to come and save me.
“And she will be,” the Demon leader answered before diabolically canting his head at me. “Barely.”
Displaying savage strength, he tugged my hair and pointed in the direction of Red Tie and his minions, all of whom were glowering at me like they couldn’t wait to rip my flesh apart. 
“Do you know who they are?” He didn’t wait for me to answer. “Our disciples,” he growled.
It dawned on me why they harbored such hostility towards me. Eclipse and I embarrassed these guys the last time we came, and as a result, we had indirectly slapped the faces of these higher-level Demons as well. 
The Demon leader laughed humorlessly, his cold chortle making my skin crawl. “We are not fans of anyone making fools out of them as it reflects poorly on us. They have all received their punishments for such an atrocity, and you, my dear, will receive the same treatment.” 
Bam!
The assault came at a mind-numbing speed.
One moment I was on my feet, and the next, I was picked up and tossed viciously onto the ground. 
My limbs pounded onto the snow-covered land, slamming the air out of me. I skidded to a violent stop, landing at the feet of the foot soldiers. They calmly moved out of the way, making room for me—or whoever was coming after me next. 
I wasn’t given a second to breathe when the female Demon with black hair pulled me up, kneed me in the stomach, and kicked me so hard in the chest that I was sent flying into a nearby tree. 
“Ugh!”
Agonizing pain burst into all the fibers that made up my existence. This time the backpack didn’t break my fall. The left side of my body slammed into the tree and I felt my bones crack.
“Ahhhh!”
I plummeted facedown to the icy ground. Tears blurred my vision as I trembled from the aftershocks. The gut-wrenching thing about this assault was that deep in my heart, I knew that this was just the beginning. 
These Demons weren’t even close to finishing my punishment. 
“I’ve always wanted to meet you,” the palest male Demon spoke, seizing me by the collar of my jacket. Excitement rippled in his words. “The child murderer! And to think, the famous child is also a coveted Source. You have no idea how much you’ve made our day. If only you hadn’t embarrassed our disciples, then we would’ve gone easy on you. Since you did, you will now know our wrath. Fare well, child. If you are going to be one of the most powerful Demons when converted, then you will prove your worth tonight.”
And with that, he punched me in the face and kicked me with great ferocity across the field, causing me to slam chest first against another tree. 
Bam!
More of my bones cracked as dark spots sparked in my eyes. I blinked with hardship while I remained on the ground, my extremities convulsing with pain. I could barely move, but when the white-haired female leaned over me, she whispered a spell, and I could feel my body heal. 
I shook my head, knowing exactly why she was doing this. 
With an evil smile, she ripped out a knife from her pocket. Before I could fight to get away from her, she pinned me down, climbed over me, and poised the knife above my cheek. A sinister cackle streamed from her thin lips and she wasted no more time. 
Digging the knife into my skin, she proceeded to carve into my cheek. The flesh ripped apart, allowing the snow to sift into my mouth. I started to convulse with an agonized scream.
“Ahhhhhhhhhhh!”
My cheek automatically healed itself, but the searing pain persisted, torturing me alive. I shuddered because I could still feel the sensation of the cold air wafting through my once ripped skin. 
This sensation reminded me of the night with Sony’s father when he stabbed me repeatedly with a knife. The only difference was that this was a thousand times worse. These Demons may be healing me physically, but they were torturing me psychologically. Despite my healed wounds, I could feel the pain of every wound inflicted onto me. 
With me as their plaything, the Demonic Horsemen continued to torment me while relishing in my misery.
It was Hell on earth.
There were no scars or traces of bleeding, but the pain remained prominent. Every time they attacked me, slit into my flesh, kicked me hard in the gut, or broke my bones, my bloodcurdling scream would filter into the air.
“Ahhhhhhhhh!” I shrieked at the top of my lungs when one of the Demons pierced a knife into my hip and curled the blade around. 
With a twisted laugh, he began to cleave into it like he was butchering meat.
I wanted to die. 
“Please stop! Please stop!”
The more I begged them to stop, the more they would laugh at me. It soon became so hopeless that I stopped screaming and stopped begging altogether.
“Augh!” 
Gasping for air, I laid on the snow, staring up at the lightning-lit sky after they had knocked me around for what felt like hours. My body was fine, but my mind was battered beyond reason. The torture reached its apex, and I couldn’t help but cry. I was going to die from the mental exertion alone. I was sure of it.
“Aw, our little Source is exhausted,” the heavy-set Demon jeered as every Demon in the vicinity laughed.
“As entertaining as this is,” the black-haired women spoke, “she is a very prized commodity and my powers are waning fast in the Holy Land. Finish this now. We must leave soon.”
With that warning prevailing over them, the others nodded before their leader came to me and pulled me up. 
“You should know that we’re actually going easy on you right now, Source. This is a courtesy that we’re showing because the orders were to take you back alive. But let this be ingrained in your mind: when our Creator demands your soul for the conversion, you will give it without hesitation. If you don’t . . .” The leader smiled cruelly. “Well then, allow me to show you the consequences of such audacity.”
“Ahhhhhhh!”
He dug his bare hand into the laceration on my hip that had yet to heal itself. He began to tear at the flap of skin there, slowly ripping the flesh apart. 
My heart missed a beat; I twisted and convulsed in agony, screaming and fighting to get out of his hold, but to no avail. 
He then stopped, pushed me down, and stared at me with a vicious grin. 
“Time to bring her to our Creator,” said one of the horsemen in the back.
Their eyes turned cold as a storm funnel appeared above us like a tornado, whipping everything in sight and bearing down on me. Snow from the ground rose up and danced from the force of the funnel. 
I could scarcely feel gravity give way underneath me, and I deduced quickly that this funnel cloud was their means of leaving the Holy Land. 
This vortex was going to take me to their Creator—the one I had never met and the one my Source instinct was deathly afraid of. 
“No,” I whispered in a broken cry, burying my face into the snow. The dread coursing through me was one that I had never experienced. I had never felt this much terror. I feared these Demonic Horsemen, but for an unexplainable reason, I feared their Creator more. “Please, don’t.”
My pleas fell on deaf ears.
“Get up,” the leader said through clenched teeth, growing sick of my disobedience. “We have a long journey ahead of us.”
I shook my head and tried to crawl away, but the white-haired Demon woman stopped me.
“Since you won’t get up, we’ll drag your unconscious body instead,” she voiced before kicking me clear across the face.
Pain exploded through me, blinding my field of vision. I could feel my teeth clack together as I trembled in agony. I could scarcely breathe, let alone stay awake any longer . . .
Mocking laughter poured throughout the field as the vortex above me grew stronger.
“I think she’s ready to meet our Creator now,” the leader said as I found myself losing consciousness. 
They all peered down at me, excitement teeming in their black eyes before darkness consumed my world.
“Good night, Grace.”
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