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The End of Forever
 
What do you do when the end of your forever approaches?
 
Do you think about the beginning while holding on to the end?

Do you allow tears to form in your eyes while death beckons you with the waves of its oceans?

Do you breathe in agony as the finalities of your heartbeats begin to diminish in numbers?

Do you embrace the remainder of your life with all your dying soul while the tremors of death overtake you?

Do you allow the shadows of your oblivion to wash over you . . . 

. . . or do you beg the Heavens for one more thought? 
 
One more thought for your life to flash before your eyes, one more remembrance of the moment your life went above and beyond, and one more opportunity to cherish the most important thought of all:

The memory of how one performs the impossible, the remembrance of when the impossible occurred, and the recollection of how your life changed when an Eternity was broken and the end of your forever began . . .
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Breaking News: 


6-Year-Old Slays Entire Family
 
December 26th, 1996 
 
     At midnight, police officers responded to numerous calls from residents in Serenity, a prosperous gated community in the heart of the country. Neighbors reported hearing numerous gunshots from the Hwang home, a wealthy family known for their endless fortune that derived from owning some of the best-known luxury hotels in the world. When police officers arrived at the estate, they were greeted with a horrific scene fit for a scary movie. 

“It was terrible,” Officer Joo stated as his men carried out four body bags from the home. “As soon as we walked in, the smell of death just permeated the room.” 
 
Mr. Hwang, Mrs. Hwang, and both of their older children (15-year-old daughter and 13-year-old son) were all shot and stabbed to death. The only survivor was their youngest, a 6-year-old daughter. Found covered in blood with a gun and knife in hand, officers were horrified to find that the sole survivor was also a likely suspect in the murders of the Hwang family. The child was taken into custody for psychological evaluations and a full investigation is underway.  

Brought to you by THE-SERENITY-CHRONICLES
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“Something big is coming . . .”

00: Genesis
 
December 26th, 1996 – 3:33am
 
The interrogation room at Seoul’s Police Station was cold, much colder than any room I had ever been in.
Sitting on the icy metal chair with my back pressed against the rusted frame, I felt the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand as I quivered against the frigidness of the room. It was so cold I felt as if I was sitting in the middle of Antarctica rather than a confined interrogation room. 
Though the dim lighting and freezing temperature of the room intimidated every atom within my small body, it did little to hide the vacant emotions emitting from my tired brown eyes. It was painstakingly obvious in my gaze that I didn’t want to be there. 
With a lawyer sitting by my side, Officer Joo sitting across from me, and a small dainty desk separating us, I waited with bated breath as Officer Joo recounted words that would forever haunt my young existence.
“The gun and knife were in your hands when we walked in,” Officer Joo said warily, a stream of warm breath escaping from his chapped lips.
Officer Joo spared an uneasy glance at my lawyer, who subtly flinched at the officer’s words. My lawyer uncomfortably readjusted the gold rim of his glasses over the bridge of his nose. It was undeniable that he was also disturbed with this revelation. They were both disturbed. The only person who wasn’t disturbed with this revelation was me. 
Officer Joo’s focus returned to me. His dark brown eyes glowed under the flickering illumination of the lone, battery-powered desk lamp sitting on the table. The bags of age under his eyes became darker, if not more visible under the dim lighting. 
My silence persisted under his expectant and scrutinizing stare.
I felt no need to respond to his troubling words because there was no point; I felt nothing when he said it anyway.
Finding it redundant to keep my focus on his eyes, I lowered my apathetic gaze onto the gold cross pendant he wore around his neck. For reasons I couldn’t explain, I started to shift awkwardly at the sight. I didn’t know what it was about cross pendants—or crosses in general—that always left me feeling unsettled. I didn’t like them nor did I despise them. There was just something about the religious symbol that held a captive audience of me; something about the symbolic mark that bated my breath and commanded my unwavering attention.
I only stopped staring when I saw that Officer Joo was growing uncomfortable with my focused silence on his cross. Soon, I returned my vacant eyes to him. I addressed his accusations with a simple shake of the head. Whether I was too tired to speak or didn’t care enough to speak, I wasn’t sure. I only knew that I didn’t want to hear my own voice in that moment. 
“Grace, why did you do it?” he asked again. His voice was no longer gentle. It was now firm, unbending, and accusing. 
It was when I heard these underlying tones that it occurred to me what he was trying to get out of me. Of course, why didn’t I see this before? Officer Joo wasn’t trying to get a statement of conviction from me because from what they told me, they already had all the evidence they needed. They knew without a shadow of a doubt that I was the one who murdered my family. It wasn’t a confession to the crime that he wanted. He wanted a confession to my emotions—a confession to my guilt. He wanted me to openly express all those emotions to him so that he could find any humanity left within me. 
I shook my head at him, disappointed with his unspoken request. He didn’t get it. How could I give him remorse for something that I felt no guilt for? How could I give emotions for something that I didn’t give a damn about? His last question lingered in my head.
Why did I do it? 
Do what? Killed my parents? My brother and sister?
My family? 
I wasn’t sure that I did. 
The blunt truth was: I couldn’t recall anything that happened.
All that I remembered was waking up underneath my parents’ bed with their blood all over me. Everything that took place prior to that moment was a big mystery to me. For all I knew, a serial killer could have broken into our home, killed everyone while they were sleeping, and bolted out before the cops came. Just because I woke up covered in blood and had the knife and gun in my hands, the cops automatically assumed that I was the culprit? 
“Why, Grace?” Officer Joo inquired again, breaking me out of my reverie. His eyes pleaded for me to give him some type of emotion. I was too calm for him. Although he didn’t show it, I saw in his eyes that I scared him. “Why did you kill them?” 
 “I didn’t kill them,” I finally replied, my voice barely above a whisper. The warm haze of my breath filtered into the room and dissipated under the weight of the cold air. 
I had hoped that my verbal response—no matter how succinct—would alleviate some of Officer Joo’s horror. I had hoped that the courtesy I was showing him would mitigate his fears. However, when I saw him furrow his bushy dark brows in discontent, I knew I had said something wrong. The tone of my voice was too calm. I knew then that I should have injected more sorrow and distress into my response because as the fates would have it, my courtesy towards him was now tainted under the misinterpretation that I was mocking him. He misunderstood my intent, and now, much like the fates of all people who lived in terror, his fear transformed into anger.
My features hardened. His judgmental demeanor aggravated me to the core. Could I help that I was like this? It wasn’t like I could force emotions to come out of me. I didn’t care. I didn’t care about anything, and least of all, I didn’t care about my recently deceased family. As kind as they were to me, I really couldn’t care less about their deaths. The Demons of Hell could be ripping their souls apart and I wouldn’t blink an eye of concern. That was how much they meant to me. That was how much I loved them. 
“Yes. Yes, you did, Grace,” Officer Joo continued to insist, disturbed at the cruelty that was gushing from my small body. “We both know that you did, so why are you acting like this?”
My big brown eyes appraised him as a lifeless doll would its owner. 
I was petite in physical stature, young in age, but my mind was already so much more advanced than any other child my age. I had been told time and time again that with my Bambi-like eyes wide with innocence, my black hair soft as silk, and my skin as smooth as diamonds, that I resembled nothing short of a little Angel. Despite such an innocent appearance, Officer Joo was staring at me like I was a complete contradiction to all of that purity. He was staring at me like he would a serial killer, not a six-year-old girl who was young enough to be his daughter.
 “We didn’t tell anyone this,” he began with difficulty, his breathing growing heavier with strain, “but when we found you, you were still stabbing your mother’s lifeless body. There was no one else there, Grace. Your fingerprints, all the handprints, and all the blood on your clothes . . . ” His eyes rested on the white dress I wore. I was still wearing the outfit they found me in—the one that was covered with sprays of blood. We left my house so quickly that they didn’t have time to change me. “It was you. Just you.” 
I wanted to laugh at the silliness exuding from him. What was wrong with his eyes? Of course I wasn’t doing that. 
I shook my head again, my lips parting to finally give my side of the story. 
“I woke up and had them in my hands,” I explained calmly, referring to the gun and knife. I held my hands palms up with dried blood still present in the crevices of my skin. In the reflection of the mirror before us, I could see my eyes dim slightly as I finally recited the contents of my memory.
“I was hungry. I was so hungry, and I started to call for someone to come up to give me something to eat. I shouted, but no one came to get me. No one came so I crawled out from under the bed. When I came out, I saw Daddy sleeping on the floor. At first, I thought he was awake because his eyes were open, but he just wouldn’t get up when I shook him. I got tired of calling for him so I got onto the bed with Mommy and called for her to wake up. I was so hungry and angry that she wouldn’t wake up when I called for her, so I just shook her and shook her. I shook her until I saw you standing at the door with the other police officers. I was still shaking her when you picked me up and took me out of the room.” 
I smiled, straightening my back. I reached my arms up and placed them on the table. My seven gold bangles made soft, clinking noises when they made contact with the surface of the table. I was hopeful that Officer Joo would let me go home after I gave my side of the story. I kicked my small legs up and down, the soft fabric of my white dress dancing along with my jovial movements.

“See? Do you remember now? I was just shaking Mommy. I didn’t stab her. You guys just have bad memory.” 
He shook his head at me, his fists clenching at the sound of my indifferent voice. He no longer made it a point to hide his disgust towards me. He hated me. Everything about me repelled him. Everything about me angered him. Everything about me was inhuman to him. 
Desperate to further exonerate myself when I saw that he still didn’t believe me, I hastened to add, “Plus, I’m scared of blood. How could I kill them?” I sheepishly smiled after another realization thrust into my mind. “Today is my birthday and I’m really hungry. Can you take me home now so I can have some cake?”
I thought Officer Joo would cooperate and take me home after I told him this, but I was dead wrong. In a matter of seconds, something within him snapped. He glared at me, his eyes wide with fury. 
“Then who, Grace?!” he roared. The bomb he held in finally detonated with my innocuous question. He was sick of me. He was sick of me breathing the same air as him and he was sick of my existence. “Who else could’ve been in that house? It was you! Just you, Grace!” 
A swarm of chills attacked me. I felt my entire body shake in fear. I stopped kicking my legs and rounded my eyes in horror. What had gotten into him? Why was he screaming at me? All this time, I had only told him the truth. I didn’t know anything. Why should I confess or show guilty emotions for things that I took no part in? 
“Officer Joo! Can’t you see that you’re scaring her? Calm down!” my lawyer shouted. He also feared for my safety. Sensing that this situation was getting too problematic, my lawyer bolted from his seat and raced for the door to get an officer inside to restrain Officer Joo.
“Do you have no soul?” Officer Joo bellowed just as my lawyer shouted out into the police precinct for someone to intervene and help. Bloodlust seeped into Officer Joo’s eyes. “How could you murder your own family and sit there with such indifference?”
His own statement was the last straw that convinced him he needed to take care of me himself. With a roar that could rival a lion’s, his big hands bloomed outwards. His ten fingers splayed open, all hungry for a taste of my neck. 
“Ahhhhhhh!” I screamed when he lunged for me, the desk between us barreling into my chest at full force. 
Boom!
The air slammed out of me, causing me to cradle my chest in agony. The impact of getting hit by the table was so powerful that the chair I was sitting on was knocked over, throwing me off its seat and into the air. Just as I fell, I heard another thunderous growl. I glanced up and saw that the table had been tossed aside. Before I could see anything else, a pair of big hands wrapped around my neck like a vise, clogging up any screams I could emit. I didn’t even get a chance to hit the ground when Officer Joo grabbed my neck mid-fall and held me prisoner in the air.
My lungs struggled for a gasp of breath while I kicked my small legs in midair. My chest locked up in panic, and I helplessly clawed at his hands. I couldn’t breathe. The pain of being strangled was nothing like I had ever experienced. I was in agony; I was literally shaking in agony. Tears gathered in my eyes at the excruciating pain. That was when I realized he would never let me out alive.
He was a single pressure away from snapping my neck apart when a sudden gush of air flew past me. In a split second, Officer Joo was forcefully pulled away from me and sent flying to the other side of the room like he was whipped by an unstoppable typhoon.
Boom!
Without his grip holding me captive, gravity became my savior. I took my first intake of air after I fell back onto the hard ground. 
 “No! That’s enough! That’s enough!” I heard screams coming as police officers stampeded into the room. They became the barrier that kept Officer Joo from coming back for me.  
While chaos and screams ensued on the other side of the room, all I could do was curl in a fetal position. Black spots blurred my vision while I helplessly cradled my assaulted neck. I felt the weight of the world lay on my eyelids. My eyes surrendered briefly to the weight before I managed to open them again. I could see my lawyer and several officers fighting to restrain Officer Joo. 
 “I’m going to kill you, you monster!” Officer Joo shouted, struggling to reach for me. His gold cross pendant bounced into sight while his eyes sought my blood. “I’m going to rip you to shreds!” 
“It . . . wasn’t me,” I finally managed to say in broken whispers. 
I was still desperate to proclaim my innocence.
The world around me spun. As though a spell of slumber had cascaded upon me, my eyes began to blur. 
“Stop lying!” Officer Joo roared.
Round and round the world went as my eyes rolled to the back of my head. The imprint left in my mind was the sight of all the men restraining Officer Joo. I felt myself fall into the darkness. The final thing I heard before I completely lost consciousness were words that would forever haunt me.
“It was you! I knew it was you! It was just you, you little Demon!”
 
●●●
 
As the months passed and as the biggest trial of my life went on, my lawyers pleaded for the judge to help me. They all said I was crazy. I had to be crazy. What six-year-old in her right mind would kill her entire family? 
I tried to convince them. I tried to convince everyone that I didn’t kill my family. But no one, not even my own lawyers, believed me. All the evidence pointed to me and the simple fact that I showed no emotions—no guilt—further proved to everyone that I had lost my mind.
“She needs psychiatric help,” my lawyer would argue for me, capitalizing on the fact that I was still a young child.
The trial ended, and that was what wound up happening. 
I was sent to a psychiatric hospital for children and received the “help” I needed. For years they deluded my mind, telling me that I was indeed crazy and they could help me get better. “We can help make you normal again, Grace.” 
That was the luxury you received as a six-year-old kid who had a substantial amount of fortune at her disposal. Even in the face of overwhelming evidence, I could still roam free as long as I gave people enough money to “help” me. It also helped that Officer Joo physically attacked me in the police station. The media-susceptive court of law is typically more receptive to allowing six-year-olds to go free if a fifty-year-old officer nearly choked the life out of her. All of this couldn’t be worse with her lawyer, the entire police station, and a video recording as witnesses as well. Whatever the case, I only had Officer Joo to thank for the lessening of my punishment . . . 
As I sat in the psychiatric ward (a place that had quickly become my prison), I stared out the two-story barred window with a bored, apathetic expression on my face. I held a helpless butterfly that I had caught while playing in the gardens earlier, and I couldn’t help but allow my mind to venture on. I concluded then and there that I just wasn’t normal. 
It was such an odd time for me. 
Whenever thoughts of my family arose, there was never a part of me that felt anything for them. I knew I should have felt remorse, guilt, and confusion for what happened to my family, especially because everyone was telling me that I was the one who killed them. Truthfully speaking, I simply didn’t feel any of that. I felt nothing.
While feeling helpless and trapped with my station in life, and wanting to bestow the same feeling of misery onto another living being, I suddenly ripped the wings off the butterfly. Its little body squirmed relentlessly. Holding the appendage of the butterfly in boredom, my eyes honed on the landscape outside.
Sure, I missed my family, but it was more or less the equivalent of missing my security blanket. You needed it to keep you warm and make you feel secure, but when it’s gone, you don’t cry about it. You simply move on. It was horrible because I felt nothing when I knew I should have felt something for them. The funny thing was . . . it was just that part of my life too. For whatever reason, I honestly didn’t give a damn. It was like I had no soul for that aspect of my life. 
I sighed tiredly and lifted the window up. I tossed the once magnificent butterfly out. Its body flapped uselessly when it hit the ground, the longevity of its life grim. Unaffected by the death sentence I had imparted to the innocent butterfly, my contemplating mind sailed on.
Even though I felt nothing for my family, I knew the right words to say to make my doctors believe that they were helping me. I knew they wouldn’t release me from that psychiatric hospital unless they felt I was getting better. Albeit there was nothing wrong with me to begin with, I knew what I had to do to get out. Everyday, I told them that I felt sad and guilty. And everyday, they would give me pills that I would always flush down the toilet and pretend that I was getting “better.” 
That was my gift. I was a wonderful actress when I needed to be. 
When they thought that they were successful, the hospital finally released me. 
As I was the sole heir to my family’s fortune, it wasn’t difficult for me to find a place to live. From the age of sixteen and onwards, I led the life of an ordinary person. It wasn’t supposed to be easy for me to start life over since I had such a high profile case, yet, because everything seemed to fall into place and my anonymity remained intact, it all worked out in my favor. I was able to start anew with complete ease. It was as though a higher power was watching over me and making sure everything in my life went smoothly.
I was approaching my last year of college and was excited to graduate. I was thrilled to move on to bigger and better things. Everything was going great until I met someone who would change the course of my life. 
A guy.
And not just any guy, but a Demon.
A sinfully gorgeous, chain-smoking Demon who not only had the charms to make a submissive soul out of you, but also the cunningness to make a prey out of you. A Demon who not only took a strong liking to me, but a Demon adamant on helping me unravel the secrets of my life. 
“You have no idea how special you are, Gracie,” he once whispered, his voice soft like the sweetest velvet. “How meaningful your existence is.”
Although I knew nothing of what he was insinuating, he paid no mind to that. His voice beat with a knowledge that I didn’t have. He was confident that sooner or later, I would understand the contents of his words.
“But I’ll be your guide,” he assured me, his eyes holding mine with great promise.
Then, he whispered words that would perpetually sear my curiosity and lead me down a journey that would forever change my life. 
“I won’t only show you why Heaven cried the night of your birth, but I’ll also show you why Hell will kneel before you on the night of your resurrection.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“There’s a Demon in all of us.”

01: The Prince of Hell

 
The beginning of my end started on a cold October night in Seoul, Korea.
It was supposed to be a night like any other night. I was clubbing with my friends and like the carefree troublemakers we were (though debatably, I was anything but a troublemaker, just more of a bookworm), we were drunk off our asses. Well, my friends were. I was sober like still water. 
Standing at a small stature of 5'2, excluding the five-inch heels I would wear to elevate my vertically challenged height, it was a wonder to anyone how someone like me could have such a high tolerance when it came to the consumption of alcohol. But pushing aside the impressiveness of my body's astounding ability to handle large intakes of alcohol, that night proved to be anything but normal for me. 
With the blaring hip-hop music reverberating behind us, the cold crisp night waiting to engulf us, and the alcohol ready to devour us, our giggling selves clumsily ran into the wintriness of the night. Our balance was challenged every step of the way. 
Being the most sober of the three, I made it a point to be the one holding on to my two friends as I walked them over to the silver cab we hailed. Truthfully, I had never been much of a partier. I preferred to spend my nights at home with a good book rather than outside partying. For the sake of appearing sociable, I agreed to go, knowing all too well that I would end up being the babysitter because I was the only one who could handle my liquor. This wasn’t an extracurricular activity that I happily took part in, but it was an obligation that I accepted nonetheless. I couldn’t fathom leaving my friends to fend for themselves—both against the alcohol or anyone who might be looking to take advantage of them in their inebriated state. 
“Careful, Ara,” I whispered, opening the door to help Ara in. Her long auburn hair fell listlessly over her face when I tucked her head into the car. 
Once she was fully situated in the back seat, I helped her scoot down the seat in order to make room for Dawn. I took one last precaution by tucking the hem of her red dress underneath her thighs. I then whipped around to face Dawn with the swiftest of speed. I had left her to fend for herself in the war against gravity. I knew fairly well that intoxicated Dawn wouldn't be able to hold on any longer. Gravity was going to win this “battle” unless I swooped in for the rescue. 
“Oof! Your turn, Dawn . . .” I said breathlessly, catching her right before she befriended the black asphalt. Her tied up brown hair smacked me right in the eye. Biting my lips to hold back a curse, I struggled to hold her while silently praying that she wouldn’t vomit on me. 
“Hahahahahaha.” 
I hurled a sharp glare at the laughing cab driver. I understood that the sight of three beautiful girls drunk off their asses was an entertaining scene for bored eyes, but I wasn't in the mood to be mocked, especially by someone I was about to give a lot of money to.
My death glare eviscerated the smile from his face. After catching the scowl, the cab driver clamped his mouth shut, uncomfortably cleared his throat, and removed his eyes from my line of sight. He kept his focus solidified on the empty street before him. 
As soon as I observed the fear in his eyes, a slight remorse overcame me. I berated myself for losing my composure and glaring at the poor man. What was I thinking? I sighed. Before permitting myself to succumb to regret, I reprioritized. At the moment, taking care of my friends took precedence over feeling guilt. 
I returned my attention to Dawn. I discovered that she was still swaying dangerously in the limbo between lucidity and incoherence. The only difference in her appearance was that her eyes had turned into slits. She could scarcely keep herself awake. There was no question about it. The alcohol had undoubtedly taken over her body.
“Almost there,” I encouraged, helping her into the cab. 
I turned to the cab driver after she was finally settled beside Ara. 
Now intimidated by me, he did his best to avoid eye contact. An apologetic smile came over my face. I was feeling guiltier by the second for glaring at him. I was typically better at containing my temper. I lost myself briefly because Dawn and Ara had distracted me. I hoped he wouldn’t take my glare to heart.
I extended my hand out and offered him a piece of paper that had the prewritten address to the girls’ apartment. Along with their address was a thick wad of bills for the trip. 
The cab driver cautiously grabbed the money and furrowed his brows in perplexity. He clearly thought the amount of money was too much for the short trip. His curious eyes locked on me as if saying, “You gave me too much money.”
“That's for the dinner they're going to throw up,” I answered in response to his unspoken confusion. 
I closed the door and hauled ass before the cab driver had the chance to absorb the contents of my words. The last thing I needed was for him to refuse service to the girls in fear of them puking in his car. 
Scurrying as quickly as my black Manolo Blahnik heels would allow me, I jumped onto the curb and let out a sigh of relief. Now that my responsibilities were done, I made my way home, the diamonds encrusting the straps of my heels blinking in pride every time the city lights kissed them.
Much like any other Saturday night, my neighborhood was busy with partygoers swaying about. They were drunk out of their minds, meandering the streets and looking for some fresh air before they honored another club with their presence. While they were elated with life, I was just plain exhausted. 
I could sense that queasy feeling come alive within me again. It was the type of feeling that I dreaded; it was the type that demanded relief.
I shook my head at this annoying need within me. The curls of my long black hair swayed in the wind as I walked through the busy street, skirting around fellow pedestrians while surveying the block for someone who could help me with this unbearable unease. 
My eyes lit up when I sighted an emaciated looking homeless man sitting in front of an under-construction building. His eyes barely open, he held his red cup out and asked the people walking by to spare some change. Another building down the block, I saw a group of semi-healthy looking homeless men sitting in the further corner of the alley.
I smiled to myself. I knew instantly that the old homeless man was the one I wanted to give my money to. He was the one to help mitigate this unbearable unease inside me. 
I unzipped my wristlet and withdrew $600. I made my way over to him and deposited $100 into his cup. My hand briefly brushed his jacket, catching his attention.
“I hope this helps you out,” I said sweetly, staring down at him with kind eyes. 
His once tired eyes enlarged. He peered up at me like I was an Angel in the night.
“Oh my God,” he responded a bit too loudly. He held the money up, examining it under the dim street lighting. After he concluded that his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him—that I actually gave him that much money—he began to bow his head in incessant gratitude. “Thank you! Thank you so much! God bless you!”
“No problem. Please take care of yourself. Have a really good night,” I told him, my jovial voice traveling to the alleyway where the other homeless men were. 
Their curious eyes peered in our direction. Even as I waved at him, I could see the other homeless men’s eyes light up when they realized that the old man was holding up $100.
I walked away slowly, feeling a heavy constriction fill my chest. The silence of the night became overbearing for me as the constriction became more agonizing. My condition was starting to get worse. I placed a hand over my chest and could feel the lightheadedness take form. I was having trouble breathing when—
“Hey old man! What are you holding there?” Voices from the alley behind me coursed into my ears. “Is that a $100?”
“N-no,” the old homeless man denied. His voice was wrought with distress. It was obvious that he regretted making such a spectacle of the donation. “N-no, it’s just a dollar. She just gave me a dollar.”
“Fucking bastard is lying,” said another man. His voice rippled with menace and greed. The beginnings of a physical struggle followed his words. 
“No, please!” The old man’s voice echoed across the street. “Please, I need this money!”  
“Shut the hell up!”
The sound of fists hitting flesh penetrated the frigid air, rolling over to me like a beautiful symphony. In that chaotic moment, all that could be heard were the old homeless man’s pained screams. 
Ah yes, I thought in relief, rejoicing in the wretchedness filling the environment around me. This was exactly what I needed.
Turning away and leaving the liveliness of the club scene behind me, the constriction that once plagued my chest dispersed. I felt nothing but relaxation in the calm of the night. I could finally breathe again. 
A genuine smile bloomed across my lips. 
After feeling fully functional now that my needs had been quenched, I continued onward, purposely ignoring the excited voices of the homeless men who were ready to enjoy their stolen riches. As their footsteps pattered away in the opposite direction, I dialed the police. I urgently told them that someone needed their help because he had just been mugged. I made sure to inject stress and worry into the intonation of my voice. I turned briefly to see the homeless man sobbing to himself when I finished my call. Although his cries were music to my ears, it also acted like a sledgehammer to my conscience. I hoped that he would find the $500 I slipped into his jacket pocket soon. Hopefully that would help ease his misery. 
“Sorry that it had to be you tonight,” I uttered quietly. 
I dragged my eyes away from him and felt my smile broaden. As the memory of what occurred faded into the backdrop of my mind, the liveliness and chaos of my surroundings also faded. The further I treaded out of the party scene, the more serene the street became. The block had gotten quieter and foot traffic had thinned immensely. Soon, the only things that kept me company were the orange street lamps that illuminated the desolate road. 
Although it was extremely quiet, I paid no mind to it because I felt no fear.
I gave a quiet sigh and tilted my head to gaze up at the night's sky. With the full moon hovering in view, the stars smiling in unison, and the dim illumination of streetlights flickering in the distance, it warmed my heart to feel like I was walking inside a picturesque painting. There was something about walking alone at night that I enjoyed immensely. It could be the beauty or the tranquility, but I always found myself at peace in such a setting.
Regrettably, the peace was short-lived when I felt a wisp of alarmingly cold air curl around me. Coldness crept down my spine. What the heck? I folded my bare arms to fend off the sudden chill. I was momentarily mystified. I did not feel any wind seconds prior. Where did this nasty chill come from? 
I was several yards away from my apartment complex when someone decided to answer that question in a surprising way. 
“Don't you know how dangerous it is for a pretty girl like you to walk alone at night?”
I tried. 
I tried so hard not to flinch in fear when I heard the voice beside me. It took everything I had to not draw back in panic when I turned and saw that there was a stranger walking beside me. My throat grew dry while my heart rate tripled in speed. 
There was no one else beside me moments ago. 
Where did he come from? 
My vigilant eyes slowly settled on him. Though I didn’t overtly flinch in fear, I knew the stranger caught the unease dancing in my flustered gaze. So much for not wanting to appear frightened so the guy would run off, I thought sullenly, trying to make out his face in the dimness of the night. It took a couple of seconds for my eyes to acclimate to the darkness that coated over him. Once I was finally able to make out his facial features, I mentally gasped for air at the sight before me. 
Oh my . . .
I half expected the walking stalker to be an average looking hobo who was looking to mug me for some money. To my surprise, as my eyes inspected his features that were now visible under the glow of the full moon, I couldn't help but, despite the arguably dangerous predicament I found myself in, admire his gorgeous features. 
Dressed in a dark red dress shirt, black pants, and black dress shoes, this striking guy was anything but a bum. I had seen my fair share of handsome guys, but this guy took the cake for being the most handsome thing I had ever seen. If anything, “handsome” was too serene of a word to describe him.
He had a strong bone structure that accentuated every inch of his face and skin that looked as smooth as fine cut diamond. Not to be outdone, his piercing honey-brown eyes locked me in their gaze, holding me captive for a few breathtaking seconds before my eyes involuntarily trailed over to his tempting lips. I gulped quietly. I honestly felt like I was looking at a model who had just stepped out of the pages of those glamorous magazines. As ridiculous as it sounded, he truly looked like a glorious Fallen Angel who had been sent down to earth to show me what perfection looked like. 
I only snapped out of my untimely trance when I saw the curve of an amused smirk form on those kissable lips of his. I hadn't noticed it before because—oddly enough—I couldn't smell it, but he was also smoking a cigarette as he walked beside me. I wrinkled my nose in distaste. Smoking was a big no-no for me. I hated the smell of cigaret—oh crap!

I lost my train of thoughts and immediately averted my eyes when I realized that he had caught me in my awe-like trance. Damn, how long had I been staring at him? 
I gathered my nerves. Thankfully, my fear had subsided to some extent, and I was suddenly feeling warmer than ever. I did not allow this momentary warmth to distract me. Pushing this unusual attraction to this gorgeous stalker-like stranger aside, my mind was lucid enough to remind me of the dilemma I was in. Not too keen on being featured as a missing person on the morning news, I hastened my pace and uncomfortably cleared my throat. 
“Don't you know how scary it is to say that to someone while they're walking alone?” I managed to muster out. Even though I manufactured a composed voice, my eyes were timid as they stared straight ahead. 
I was aware that I should have screamed for help. The stranger could have easily thrown me into a dark alley and killed me without anyone knowing. I think the little alcohol in me may have clouded my better judgment. It was strange that I did not feel any immediate fear with this stranger. Whoever this guy was, I had an innate feeling that he wasn't looking to hurt me. If anything, I was surprised to admit that I felt safer around him. 
“I'm sorry, beautiful,” he apologized, a sexy lilt dancing in his sultry voice. It was so sensual that I could feel the fibers of my body come alive, wondering who this gorgeous creature was. Why was he walking with me when he could have any other girl falling to her knees at his charms?
I struggled to regulate my breathing. I was feeling hotter than I had ever felt and this sensation frightened me. It frightened me so much that it took all of my internal strength to accelerate my pace in hopes of losing this guy. 
If I ran, would I be able to outrun him?
From my peripheral vision, I could see him smile at me in amusement. I was walking with my arms crossed, my shifty eyes bouncing back and forth between him and the street ahead of me. I began to assess my chances of outrunning him to my apartment. Seemingly knowing that I wouldn’t attempt to outrun him (it wasn’t like my heels could get me far anyway), his pace easily matched mine as another puff of smoke curled away from his mouth. 
Parting his lips, he went on carelessly. While his left hand was in his pants' pocket, his right hand was dangling about, holding onto the lit cigarette.
“I know that I shouldn’t have snuck up on you like this. It's just that I've been trying to hit on you all night in the club, but you were with your friends the entire time.” 
I could easily detect the widening smirk in his voice when he explained his reasoning for being here with me. 
“I saw my chance when I noticed you walking alone. I figured, ‘Hey, I might as well walk her home. If I get lucky, she’ll invite me up to her apartment and I’ll be able to pleasure her all throughout the long and glorious night.’” 
Silence was the only thing that poured from my mouth. 
I gaped at him in disbelief.
The bewildered look I gave him pulsed with shock. Pure shock. 
I had never had a guy speak to me so bluntly. I felt a hundred times better that he was a fellow patron from the club, but my caution with him remained. Even then, I knew I wasn’t dealing with a normal guy. 
A string of smoke billowed away from his amused lips in the most carefree way. Its haze seemingly told me that he found much enjoyment in my reaction. He did not regret being bold and blunt with me. If anything, I would go as far as saying that he liked that I was taken aback by his boldness. It was as if he wanted to have that impact on me so I'd know exactly who I was dealing with. 
He was as sexy as a guy could get, but I respected myself too much to deal with this crap. I enjoy being treated with respect and I enjoy when guys are chivalrous (even if they are being fake). I couldn't have this chain-smoking fool talk to me like this. 
“Look,” I started sternly, my eyes narrowing. 
I was normally more of a pushover when it came to dealing with people. I rarely used my “stern” voice. I always tried to do my best to avoid confrontation. Because of this, it was a completely new development for me to stand up for myself against this stranger. Whatever it was about him, he made me feel more empowered than I normally felt. 
As our feet continued down the sidewalk, I grew a spine and uttered firm words that I never once had the balls to say in my entire life.
“I appreciate the initiative you took to walk me home in hopes of sexing me up, but I'm not drunk enough to fall for your perverted charms. I'm also definitely not drunk enough to sleep with you.” 
I could feel my heart beat in disbelief at the words that were coming out of my mouth. I was being rude and my voice wasn’t faltering the teeniest with fear! Fighting hard to keep from smiling in fear of messing up my “stern” face, I plowed on, puffing up my chest and raising my chin high. This guy didn’t know who he was messing with. This was the new and improved Grace Hwang, and he was going to get a taste of my independence and empowerment.
Looking him up and down with an air of superiority, I feigned a bit of eye rolling and meanly added, “I think it’s best if you scurry off. We're near my apartment and if my boyfriend catches you talking to me, he'll kick your ass. He's pretty overprotective.”
I assumed he would get the hint and leave me alone. To my disappointment, he did not seem the least bit affected by it.
With another round of smoke swimming away from his lips, sexy-chain-smoking guy shook his head and laughed as my apartment complex came into view. Funny how I didn't see him take a puff of that cigarette and funny how I couldn't smell the stench of the cigarette. It would have definitely helped if I knew then what was going on. Of course, as his laughter invaded my mind, I became sublimely distracted from the obvious clues in life. 
“What?” I asked, taken aback by his entertained bouts of laughter. 
“Man,” he whispered in hilarity, suddenly flicking the cigarette butt away. He mirrored the position of his left hand by placing his right hand into the pocket of his pants. Inclining his head up to the starry skies, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath to savor the sensation of something. When he opened them shortly thereafter, he tilted his head and allowed his enthralling eyes to lock with mine. 
The way he was gazing at me scared me briefly. Why did I have the uneasy feeling he was about to call my bluff? Worse yet, why did it feel like I was about to get caught? 
“I love it when pretty girls like you lie,” he stated, his tone as soothing and innocent as could be. There was adoration in the way he stared at me. “Makes me wonder what other naughty stuff you'd be willing to do.”
I scoffed at him, feigning a bluff (even though I knew I was caught). I didn't have an overprotective boyfriend to beat him up. In fact, I didn’t even have a boyfriend. It was a typical lie I used to get guys off my back. It was usually an effective tactic. I didn't understand why it didn't work with him. Already panicking in my mind, I tried to keep the lie alive as we neared the steps leading up to the entrance of my apartment complex. 
“Lie?” I scoffed again, taking out my keys from my wristlet and stepping onto the landing. Anxiousness brimmed inside me. I knew at that moment, when he caught my bluff, that I should have been afraid of him. By how he was talking to me, any normal girl would be afraid that the guy would kidnap her and do God knows what to her. Yeah, this psychotically bold stranger would have freaked out any normal girl, but I wasn't afraid. I was just anxious around him. And it wasn't a bad form of anxiousness either. 
“What'd I lie about?” I managed to utter while I unlocked the front door to my apartment complex. 
When I was about to turn around to face him, I felt a pair of arms sneak up from behind me. Engulfed in a wave of blissful cologne, he pulled me into a deep embrace against his awaiting chest. The sensation of him resting his lips close to my earlobe electrified every cell in my body.
“Lying about you having a boyfriend, of course,” he stated in an alluring tone. His hot breath glided along my earlobe, leaving me to feel much weaker in his hold than I'd like to be.
I should have said, “Get your dirty hands off me, you pervert!” 
Alas, at this point, my voice somehow became lodged in my throat. This strange guy was too mesmerizing. I couldn’t find the strength to deny him. I couldn’t even think, much less form coherent words.
When I said nothing, he took my silence as a reply and relished in it. Fully satisfied with himself and my reaction to his impromptu hold, he gave a murmur of approval before wrapping me tighter with care. Blowing soft caresses of hot breath along the skin of my neck, the stranger took his time with teasing me and making me delirious with anticipation.
This is so hot . . . 
I should have stopped him. I should have protested to the sudden invasion of personal space. I didn't understand myself. Normally, I'd kick guys like him in the balls and run off. However, with this stranger, there was a strong magnetic attraction that kept me wanting him. It wasn’t because of his striking good looks (though that in itself would have cinched the deal), but because of something else—this raw, sexual magnetism that was so powerful by nature that no woman created would be able to refuse it. 
“Let's go upstairs,” he proposed delicately, his hands trailing down my hips and stopping at the lining that ended between the intersection of my black dress and my bare thighs. With deliberate care, his fingers treaded in that area, tempting me with what could happen. “I'd like to further introduce myself to you.” 
As an added persuasion, he began to nuzzle himself against my bare shoulder, leaving me with more tingling sensations that were overwhelming my senses. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. Why was I behaving like this? I had never behaved like this. I was a virgin who was so prudish that I didn’t even kiss guys unless they were my boyfriend—and I had never liked anyone enough to have a boyfriend. I valued the intimacy between lovers and planned on saving all these gifts for my special someone. That said, I didn't understand why I was not only allowing some random stalker-guy feel me up in front of my apartment, but I also didn't understand why I didn't stop him. The more his lips met my skin, the more I wanted him to touch me. It was like a drug. I knew it was wrong, but his touch was so damn addicting. 
“Gracie,” he murmured, lost in the trance he placed us in. 
My eyes bloomed once I heard the trigger that snapped me out of my idiotic stupor. I turned to face him with a look of shock and broke away from his embrace. 
“How did you know my name?” I inquired firmly, panic riding the nerves of my trembling body. My heart began to beat relentlessly as I eyed him with complete vigilance. The spell he cast over me seemingly broken, I started to behave as any normal girl would. I started freaking the fuck out. 
The guy groaned. Closing his eyes in frustration, the devastatingly tantalizing smile of his remained while he whispered a string of expletives to himself—as if scolding himself for blurting out the wrong thing. 
A brooding sigh escaped his lips when he opened his eyes and held my gaze. Though he was pissed off at himself for having a momentary lapse in judgment, there was still amusement on his face. He didn't seem concerned with how I was reacting—that I was now so wary of him. 
“I was hoping that I'd get to pleasure you for a couple of hours before I got down to business,” he commented quietly, giving me a sheepish smile that was so innocent and inviting that I nearly lost control.
Before the stupid part of me could lunge at him in a sexual frenzy, my logic remained strong.
“Who are you?” I demanded. I didn't worry too much about him knowing my name because I suspected that he probably overheard it while I was at the club with my friends. However, I wanted to know his.
He grinned slowly. With an undulation of pride beaming out of his voice, he casually said, “Your Guardian, of course.”
The world screeched to a stop.
“Excuse me?” 
The look on my face said it all: with my jaw hanging low and my gaping eyes nearly bulging out, I was clearly scared and not amused with his answer. I trembled where I stood. This was just my luck. The one time I let some random guy feel me up, he turned out to be a psychotic freak. Seriously, where the heck was everyone tonight? I had hoped that one of my neighbors would pop out and save me. Hell, I’d even settle for someone walking on the street to say, “Hey! Girl-with-her-jaw-hung-low-in-shock, are you okay? Is this guy bothering you?” but no such passerby made an appearance. Honestly. Why was no one saving me?
Make a run for it, you bimbo! Hurry before he cuts you up and makes a meal out of you, my brain shouted indignantly, lighting the fuse I needed to get away from him.
"I-I think I'm gonna go," I announced urgently, realizing all too quickly that the only person who could save me from this sexy-but-suspiciously-mental-nutcase was myself. 
I unlocked the door with the swiftest of speed and pulled it open just wide enough for myself to fit through. Wasting no time, I dashed in like a thief in the night. 
“Oh shit!” he shouted disbelievingly, caught off guard at how quick I was. At the sight of me running away and the door closing shut behind me, I could see him take a stride forward in hopes of blocking the door from being closed. But it was too late. With the sound of the door clicking shut, an official barricade was placed between the stranger and myself.
“Gracie, don't do this,” I heard him implore from the other side of the door. 
“Go . . . j-just go away, you scary person!” I managed to squeak out, no longer putting up the façade of being an empowered independent woman. Right now, I was scared shitless.
I could hear him chuckling at the bad name I called him. Even if the door was between us, I could almost hear the smile that adorned his lips while he spoke to me. 
“Gracie, stop playing and open up. You have no idea what I’ve given up to be here with you. I'm not wasting another second out here when I’ve been through Hell just to get to you.”
Stop playing and open up?
What he had given up to be here with me?
He had been through Hell just to get to me?
What the fuck?
I was at a loss. I didn't know how to respond. It was official: I had stumbled upon an escapee from the mental hospital and there was a high likelihood that his M.O. was to attack susceptible girls walking home alone at night. His selling point: using his attractive features to persuade them to let their guards down so that he could take them back to their apartments and chop them to pieces.
And to think that I was a willing pawn when I allowed myself to succumb to his charms! 
Beads of nervous sweat cloaked my forehead when I digested how terrifying my current situation was. I literally had a near-death experience and only escaped in the nick of time!
Shit.
Holy shit.
Shit like this only happens to me.
At this point, I was already digging my phone out of my wristlet with the sole intention of calling the cops. I wanted to make sure they incarcerated his crazy ass. No one was going to make a newsworthy victim out of me. I was horrified to find that my phone was out of batteries. I had used up the last of its juice to call the cops for that homeless man. 
I muttered a curse under my breath. This was my karma for surfing online while at the club and getting homeless men assaulted instead of conserving precious battery life. 
“W-what do you want with me?” I managed to splutter out, my intention to keep him in the dark that I had already figured out his M.O. (and that I figured out he was a psychotic serial-killer from the mental hospital). 
At the same time, I continued my efforts to defy the laws of battery life by pushing my phone past its capacity. 
Please work, please work. 
All I needed was a ten-second phone call to the cops because it appeared that everyone in my damn building was missing! 
“I already told you,” he answered softly, sternly. I could hear it in his voice that although he was still gentle with me, his patience was wearing thin. “I'm your Guardian.” 
“Shoot,” I muttered when my phone refused to turn on. I was past listening to this maniac. I shook in disbelief at the absurdity of all of this. The fact that my cell phone was officially useless in my time of need, the fact that I had a wacko standing outside my door, and the fact that I was tempted to open the door, succumb to sexual frenzy, and hurl myself onto this crazy—but absolutely gorgeous—psycho was scaring the crap out of me.  
“This . . . this is nuts,” I couldn’t help but whisper. 
I rubbed my temples, feeling an impending headache ensue. I concluded that my next best strategic move was to run upstairs to my room and use the landline instead. Screw stalling the maniac so that the cops could come and arrest him outside. I had to protect myself now. 
My decision set, I turned on my heels. I was prepared to dash towards the elevator when his voice filtered through the door.
“Gracie, I'm not joking,” he warned. Steel treaded beneath his gentle voice. 
I shuddered. Even with the barrier between us, it felt as though he could see me take off in fear. 
“I really don’t want to scare you,” he continued on the other side of the door. “So can you please just open the door so we can talk?”
I shook my head at the door, becoming more and more afraid of the dilemma I was in. How on earth was I supposed to open the door for someone who said, “I really don’t want to scare you”? Did he take me for an idiot? That was the gold-star line to freaking someone out!
“J-just leave me alone,” I stuttered, wanting no more interactions with him. Giving no more thought to his warning, I picked up speed and dashed towards the elevator like a scared little mouse. 
“Bloody hell, I didn't want to do this—” I heard him murmur once the sounds of my heels clacking on the tiles echoed throughout the room. 
Then, it happened.
Within a split second, as I was about to run into the opened elevator, chain-smoking guy suddenly materialized before me, his arms folded and his lips curved in an annoyed smirk. 
He gazed at me with slight reprove. 
“—But you just had to be stubborn, right, Gracie?” 
Needless to say, when he popped out in front of me like a ghost out of the abyss, I did the only thing I could do at that moment: I screamed like there was no tomorrow.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“One day, you will want everything the world has to offer.”

02: The Demon of Lust   
 
“Ahhhhhh!”
With unprecedented instincts, I bolted straight for the emergency stairwell. My heart galloped in pure fear. I could hear the guy sigh knowingly as I sped out of sight, my face turning as pale as a ghost who had received the supernatural shock of her life. 
Oh. My. Flying. Pig. 
He just appeared out of thin air!
I don't know how fast I ran, but I couldn't stop as I kept wishing for the thirteenth floor—my floor—to appear in sight. I was going crazy with confusion and panic. 
This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening, I kept reciting in my mind as I hurtled one step after the other, fearing for my life. 
I saw the guy perform something that was so impossible under the law of physics that my brain couldn’t believe what it saw. My brain couldn’t comprehend it, but that did not deter my body from continuing to move. The only thing driving me at that moment was survival instincts in its rawest and most potent form. In the stairwell, all I could hear was the sound of my heels clacking after every step. The sounds reverberated all across the walls, intermingling with my ragged breathing and fearful whimpering.
Needless to say, I was scared shitless.
My only solace to calm my frenzied nerves was to keep running. I was surprised at my stamina of running up thirteen floors and how I didn't topple over the stairs from the heels I wore. I didn't even feel tired. I was just scared. This was all too crazy and mind-boggling. I had to get back to the safety of my apartment so I could figure out what the hell I just saw! 
I muttered words of absolute thanks after I reached the thirteenth floor. 
Reprieve crashed over me when I ran into the bright haven of light that illuminated my apartment hall. Still terrified for my life, I wasted no time in sprinting to the furthest end of the hall for my apartment door: #999.
I fought hard to steady my hands, struggling to unlock the door. 
“Come on, come on, come on,” I mumbled irritably, trying desperately to insert the key. 
In my state of intense fear, I couldn’t believe I was still stuck outside my apartment trying to get in. 
Honestly, how long does it fucking take to unlock a damn door?! 
“Oh! Yes! Yes! Yes!” 
A tsunami of relief spread over me once I was finally able to insert my key in the lock. My trembling hand found the doorknob and I pushed my way in. I stumbled into my dark apartment, never feeling safer to be back in my own home. I immediately shut the door and deadlocked it to ensure complete safety. Slowly backing away while my breathing grew slightly steadier, I continued to stare unblinkingly at the door, somehow expecting to hear him knock.
I waited for it.
I knew it was coming.
I knew he was going to knock.
Silence.
When nothing but silence rang in my ears, I let out a disbelieving exhale. My mind was still spinning and trying to make sense of what had transpired. I truly felt like I was going crazy. Did he really appear out of thin air or was my mind messing with me? Did the guy spike my drink at the club and follow me home in hopes of date-raping me or something? Or was I unknowingly on acid, and this was simply a fucked up trip? 
My feet continued to instinctively back away from the door that now seemed like the passage to Hell. I forged on with trying to think up alternatives to what I thought I just saw—which was him appearing out of thin air. It couldn’t be possible. It was against all the laws of physics. How could someone materialize out of thin air and—?
My whirlwind of thoughts came to an earthshattering halt when I felt warm arms snake themselves from behind me. A familiar scent of cologne enveloped me while strong arms pulled me into a tight embrace, bringing me closer to someone I had become too well-acquainted with.
Oh no. 
I screamed.
Or I thought I did.
My mouth was opened and I screamed with all my might, but nothing came out of my throat.
No, no! What happened to my voice? Where did it go?
With my internal terror alert rising at an all-time high, I brought both of my hands to my throat, subconsciously hoping that the touch would bring my voice back. But the action did no such thing. My heart thumped incessantly as I found myself mute with some strange guy embracing me from behind. 
This is what I get for thinking that I was invincible and walking home alone at night, I thought miserably, wishing that I took a cab home instead of trying to save money. I was undeniably at this psycho’s mercy and I feared all the possible ways he could torture and kill me. 
“Gracie,” I heard him say gently, his voice detecting the obvious fear in my frozen stance. He embraced me with a bit more care to ease my fears. He rested his lips near my ear and whispered, “I'm really sorry for scaring you. You should know that the very last thing I ever want to do is scare you.”  
Though there was genuine regret in his voice, I still found myself shaking. I couldn't control it. I was so terrified. I couldn't believe all of this was happening to me. 
He went on, his voice maintaining its soothing quality. “I was hoping that you'd open the door so I would be able to talk to you and—” He stopped as if catching himself in a lie. I could hear the sheepish smile in his voice as his next words flowed out. “Well, if I'm being honest, I was actually hoping that you’d throw yourself at me and let me have my way with your pretty little body before I freak you out and show you the stuff I can do.”
I couldn't help but roll my eyes at the horndog reason he had to add in. 
He continued, oblivious to my eye rolling. “But I promise I'm not here to hurt you. I already told you, I'm your Guardian. I'm here to watch over you. I’m here to protect you.”
Eye rolling aside, I was still too freaked out about not having a voice to absorb what he was saying. Instead of responding with a nod of comprehension, my body started to tremble even more. I felt like a feeble mouse that had gotten scooped up by a ravenous cat. I had never felt more helpless and scared for my life. 
He sighed quietly, noting the shivering state I was in. Giving me a kiss on the back of my head as if to silently assure me that he wasn't going to hurt me, he added, “I'll give you your voice back if you promise not to scream. Do you promise?”
I nodded vigorously, not caring about anything else other than getting my voice back.
Yes, please give me my voice back, you insanely hot wacko!

At my obvious display of agreement, he moved his lips away from my ears and towards my neck. 
The instant he planted a kiss on the side of my neck—electrifying my skin with his supple lips—I felt a surge of energy rise through my body and up towards my throat. Unable to subdue this mysterious force, I couldn't help but let out a huge gasp. I placed a hand on my chest to brace myself for the liberation to come. 
“Oh, thank God!” I shouted, overjoyed to hear my own voice.  
I heard him chuckle behind me as I thanked God. 
“Not quite,” was all he whispered in response to that.
Distracted with the return of my voice, I did not give his response a second thought. I simply rejoiced in my ability to speak again. Disoriented with everything that was hitting me at once, I found myself limp as I unknowingly relaxed under chain-smoking guy’s hold. My back pressed against his rock-hard chest and tall frame. The sense of safety returned to me while a momentary lapse in judgment left me feeling comfortable in his embrace. 
Heeding the opportunity to use my sudden calmness to his advantage, chain-smoking guy wasted no time in spinning me around to face him. He had a big grin on his face when I locked eyes with him. He took the liberty to sit down on the arm of the sofa when he spun me around, which meant that the perverted horndog was graced with a close-up view of my cleavage. 
He made it no secret that he loved the view.
“Stop staring!” I indignantly commanded, angered by his perversion and the mere fact that he was holding me hostage in my own home. 
I tried to take a step away from him, but he responded to my attempt of escape by placing both of his hands on either side of my hips, bringing me closer to him. He continued to sit comfortably on the armchair as he held me in the space between his parted legs.
God, the look on his face made me so mad. 
“Are you going to sit around and stare at me all night or are we going to talk about what you did?” I asked sharply, my voice a bit more forceful than it should have been. It may be because I was sure that he wasn't going to hurt me, or it could easily be that all the shock and fear had pushed me over the edge of sanity, but I wasn't afraid when I asked him. At this point, I simply wanted to know what the hell was going on.
Sighing, he stood up and pulled me closer. He lowered his head so that we were almost face-to-face. My knees went weak when he gave me a close-up of his handsome face. I inhaled sharply, taking in another whiff of that sexy cologne of his. It was slightly obscure at that moment, but I still didn't understand why I couldn’t smell the scent of cigarettes on him.
“To be honest, I'd rather just stare and pleasure you all night,” he flippantly answered. His eyes twinkled with playfulness and great sexual innuendos. A slow, seductive smile lined the curves of his lips. I felt myself grow hot at the sight. The sexual heat that emanated from him was unbelievable. 
I concluded then and there that I was a masochist on every level. 
What girl in her right mind would be turned on in a situation like this?
I was suddenly afraid again. It terrified me that this guy held such power over me. 
“I can feel your lust for me, Gracie,” he commented knowingly. His eyes gazed into mine. “You want me just as much as I want you.”
“You’re not real,” I replied, desperately trying to convince myself that none of this was taking place. This was all too insane—it was all too crazy to be real. It was a dream. It was all a big, crazy weird dream.
He arched a brow in amusement. “If I’m not real, then what am I?”
“A figment of my imagination,” I slowly answered, trying to gather my bearings in this dream world of mine. Breathing had become inconsequential because he had taken every inch of it away by simply being the attractive, dominant, and mesmeric guy that he was. “This . . . you’re not real. I’m hallucinating right now. You’re like one of those . . . one of those dreams. One of those sex dreams. You’re not real.”
“Sex dreams, is it?” he inquired while my thumping heart accelerated with desire. He didn’t mind humoring my notion that he was just a figment of my imagination, especially one pertaining to a sex dream. His gaze darkened with carnality. “Do you have a lot of those, Gracie?”
“N-no,” I said honestly, losing my breath with the amount of sexual energy rolling off his body. I had never had sex dreams before, but I had a feeling that after tonight, sex dreams would be frequent and this sexy creature would always be my leading man.
Male pride burst into his eyes. “So I’m your first?”
I didn’t say anything. I merely inhaled a sharp breath when the room started to get foggy. I could swear I felt invisible hands running up and down my body—caressing  me, seducing me, and further throwing me into the mercy of his presence. 
I uncomfortably looked around the apartment once I noticed something odd.
Were my eyes playing tricks on me or was the room getting foggy?

Unaffected by my lack of response, his voice became hoarse with need. “What do you want to do with me in your dreams then, Gracie?”
A lot, I answered in my mind. 
I was horrified when he hovered his lips over mine and smiled lazily at me. As though hearing my unspoken answer, he drawled, “Show me.”
Heat enflamed my cheeks. I shook my head. Even though this was a dream, I couldn’t bring myself to do something so brave and wanton. 
An entertained chuckle emanated from him. “If I’m not real,” he began, running a hand through my hair in adoration, “then why are you holding back?”
I continued to shake my head, the hue of my face becoming reminiscent of a tomato.
He grinned, nipping his nose with mine while continuing to tease my lips with his. He teasingly closed the proximity between our lips—never fully bridging the gap. He never kissed me, but he made sure his mouth was so close to mine that even his hot breath was capable of doing the kissing for him. He was teasing me, and I was going bonkers for it.
“I know you want me, Gracie,” he reiterated, his sultry drawl convincing me that I should succumb to this desire. 
I said nothing, but I couldn't deny it. There was no question about it. I really did want him.
Taking advantage of my silence, he took it as an invitation to remove his hands from my hips. He shifted his hands’ attention to my waist and drew me against his body. Tilting his head down, he appreciatively nuzzled his lips to the side of my neck. While prodding my neck with his lips, he brought my arms around his neck. 
It was that magnetic pull again. I knew I had to get to the bottom of what happened downstairs, I knew I had to stop him from making a hypnotic bimbo out of me, and I knew I had to get rid of him. I knew everything, but my body refused to listen to my logicality. I was too delirious with desire for him. I really wanted him. I wanted to strip down for him. I wanted to see him in all his naked glory. I wanted to have sex with him and—what the hell was I babbling about?
Finally realizing what was going on, my hands found his chest. I instantly pushed away from him and retreated.
“What do you think you're doing?” I asked stupidly, jarring myself out of the sexual stupor I was in. 
It was such a stupid question because it was quite obvious what he was doing. It was also quite obvious what I was getting ready to do with him. Suddenly, I was no longer sure if this was a dream or a completely screwed up reality. If this was a dream, then it was the most realistic dream I have ever had.
He sighed tiredly at my reaction. 
“Gracie, don't be like this,” he urged soothingly, extending his hand out to me. Desire teemed in his eyes. He still wanted me—badly. “Just let me take care of you. I swear it'll be the most extravagant and phenomenal thing you'll ever experience.”
On cue, my body reignited with desire for him. Yet, when I found myself reaching for his hand, I immediately bit my lower lip to remind myself of the situation I was in. 
I couldn't help but stare at him accusingly. 
Something fishy was definitely going on . . .
“Did you put a spell on me or something?” 
It was truly an offhanded question. Regardless when I caught the hint of a guilty smile in his eyes, I was surprised to find that I was actually on the right track.
I gaped at him in horror. 
Oh dear Lord, what did this guy do to me? 
“What did you do to me?” I managed to splutter out. I pointed an accusing finger at him. My vision gradually became clearer from the haziness. “Why am I acting like this? I would never in my right mind want to sleep with a guy who is holding me hostage in my own home—no matter how gorgeous he is! I’m normally a prude for Christ’s sake. I’ve never even kissed someone before!”
He feigned a look of innocence. His smile maintained its nervous curve.
“Well,” he began unsteadily. His uncomfortable facial expression told me he didn't want to share this information with me. He didn’t want to share it, but when daggers found my eyes and were shot into his, he gave in. “I suppose being the Demon of Lust probably aided in making you a bit hornier for me than you'd normally be if I was just some regular guy off the street.” 
He said it all in one breath, as if hoping I wouldn't catch any of it.
But I caught it, all of it.
Despite all that I had seen thus far, I couldn't help but scoff in disbelief. Not because I didn't believe him, but because I was too scared to. 
Yet again, a confusing bout of contemplation took over my senses. I was seriously convinced I was going crazy. If anything, it would have made me feel better if I were crazy.
When silence threatened to cascade upon us, I parted my shaking lips, afraid to ask the one question I somehow knew would haunt me forever.
“Who are you?” I asked, my eyes pleading for him to finally answer me.
Succumbing to the genuine mystification in my inquiring gaze, chain-smoking guy’s expression grew gentle and serious. 
At long last, he finally decided it was due time to enlighten me on his true identity.
“My name is Eclipse,” he began proudly, his mesmerizing eyes never leaving mine. “I'm one of the Devil's seven Demonic sons, and I'm here to help you fulfill your destiny by turning you into a Demon.”
Have you ever had one of those moments where you were so shocked with new information that you completely blacked out? 
No? 
Well, good for you.
Unfortunately, my body was not made for that type of shock. I don’t know about you, but when I’m face-to-face with a Demon who just casually told me that his sole purpose for being here was to turn me into a Demon, I did the only thing I could do to properly deal with the newfound development.
I blacked out.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“What you seek, you will never have.”

03: A Life of Sin
 
It was the feeling of warm sunrays spilling over my face that stirred me from my sleep.
Stretching lazily underneath the solace of my white faux fur comforter, I woke up with a pounding headache that mirrored the likes of jackhammers infiltrating the core of my mind. All I could feel was throbbing, throbbing, and more throbbing. In other words, I woke up feeling like shit and I imagined I looked like shit as well.
I hate hangovers. 
I continued to lie in bed and groaned miserably. I massaged my temples in circular motions in hopes of alleviating the migraine. Waking up had never felt more troublesome and attempting to open my exhausted eyes (and endeavoring to keep them opened) felt impossible. It did not help that the glaring sun was bearing down on me, urging me to squint my eyes as if persuading me to go back to sleep.
Ugh, so hard to wake up.  
With much effort, I turned to my side and spared a glance at my electronic alarm clock. Though the red LED backlight was difficult to read under the direct sunlight, I could make out enough of the numbers. 10:06 A.M. Relieved that it was a Sunday morning and that my volunteer work at the women’s shelter didn’t start until one in the afternoon, I was ready to snooze for another thirty minutes. The instant I closed my eyes, the abrupt contents of the night prior came rushing into my mind. 
Demon? 
Demon of Lust?
Eclipse?! 
Fear skated through my quivering body. My eyes enlarged into the size of golf balls when I was reminded of the chilling event that occurred last night.
Crap! 
Still dressed in my black party dress, I propelled my body into a sitting position. I allowed my terrified eyes to survey my bedroom. My gaze ran over the white office table area that had my finance and investment books stacked neatly on the table. My focus then swam across to the area around my floor-to-ceiling windows that had the view of Seoul’s skyscrapers in all of its glory. Finally, my eyes rested on the immaculate red carpet on the ground. 
Everything looked the same. 
Everything looked normal. 
There were no signs of disturbances that would indicate that there was another living being in my room. If that “Demon” actually existed, then he must still be in my apartment, right? If he wasn’t, did this mean it was all just a dream? 
Determined to ensure that I had arrived at the right conclusion, I hopped off the bed and nearly toppled over. I hadn’t realized that I was still wearing my black heels. Once I steadied my equilibrium, I dropped down onto the floor and ducked my head underneath the bed to conduct my investigation.
I found nothing underneath the bed that resembled a drop-dead gorgeous Demon. My vigilant eyes swerved to another plausible hiding area. Like a jackrabbit, I leapt up and ran to my massive walk-in closet. Pulling the double gold-trimmed glass doors open, I ran after the spillage of morning light that brightened the once dark closet. Once inside, I stopped in my tracks and evaluated the quiet space. All that stared back at me were my vast array of clothes, shoes, and handbags. 
Nope.
No Demon here.
A twitch of a smile tugged at my lips with this good news. However, since I wasn’t done with my investigation, I forced myself to hold back that relieved smile. I had to perform one final assessment. 
I ran out of my bedroom and burst into the hall where all that greeted me was my living room in all of its morning glory. The sun’s morning rays kissed every inch of my spacious living room with love, giving the space a glow of innocence that couldn’t be matched by any other room. The most important aspect of this room? It was void of any other living entity but me. There was absolutely no tall, dark, and handsome Demon standing here, telling me he was here to turn me into a Demon. 
Could it be?
“Oh my flying pigs,” I finally breathed out, placing a hand over my trembling and now relieved heart. I stared up at the ceiling with gratefulness washing over me. “Oh, thank you. It was all just a dream. Thank you, thank you so much.”
I raked my fingers through the curls of my long black hair. Quiet laughter poured out of me. The craziness of my own imagination floored me. This was the last time I was going to drink so much. I had always assumed that I could handle my liquor, but it was all too obvious that I had finally met my limitation concerning the “holy potion.” 
Surely, hallucinating and envisioning a gorgeous guy claiming to be a Demon (and a Demon of Lust of all things!) constitutes me as not being able to handle my alcohol. Despite the fact that this brought me down a notch in the “coolness” ladder (as I was a bookworm to begin with and being able to handle large consumptions of alcohol was my only claim to fame), I had never felt more relieved. If you were strongly considering admitting yourself back into the mental institution because you thought you were crazy, you would be relieved too!
I couldn’t stop smiling as I breathed in joy.
The non-existence of Eclipse made me a very happy and sane girl. 
With conviction that I was indeed not crazy (just a slightly disturbed and horny drunk with a wild imagination), I immaturely pumped my fists into the air with victory. 
I couldn’t be more excited to begin my wonderfully sane, casual, and ordinary day. 
If only I knew . . .
 
●●●
 
Sanctuary Shelter.
It was originally an inheritance estate bestowed to a pastor’s wife after the death of her wealthy parents. The estate was reconstructed and turned into a shelter in hopes of providing aid, moral support, and a sense of familial support for those in need. Located about an hour and a half out of the city, the shelter was a three-story estate that had ten bedrooms, two living rooms, and several large recreational areas. 
The one thing Sanctuary focused on? Helping women who were victims of domestic violence. Sanctuary provided educational classes that gave the residents crucial job hunting skills and provided motivational seminars and support groups to help these women get back on their feet. It was a shelter that did wonderful things, and it was a shelter that I volunteered my time at every Sunday. 
My primary duty? Help babysit and keep the young children entertained while their mothers were in various workshops throughout the day. In essence, it was the one period out of the week where I abandoned my typical routine as a college student and surrounded myself with the type of people I wanted to be with—the ones who could help get my week started on a positive note.
“Grace! Hi Grace!” A small and very cheery voice greeted me from the estate once I stepped out of the cab. 
Struggling to carry several big shopping bags in each of my hands, I told the cab driver that I would be right back and closed the door with a little push of my hip. A smile bloomed across my lips when I turned towards the direction of the cheery voice. 
I happily waved at seven-year-old Sony Lee, who had just leapt off the porch of the estate and was running towards me at full speed. 
The morning sun was gone, completely lost behind the vast sea of gray clouds that had penetrated the sky with its murkiness. The sun was gone, but Sony more than made up for its absence with his bright yellow shirt and spiffy little khaki pants. The jubilant child illuminated under the darkness of the overcast sky. He truly resembled nothing short of a little ball of sunshine. 
“Hi Sony!” I greeted back, unable to resist his contagious excitement.
“Grace, what are you holding?” he inquired once he reached me. His voice was infused with eagerness. His big, curious brown eyes peered up at me and the bags in my possession.
I smiled and tilted my head at him coyly. Even though I was excited to tell him because I knew he was going to adore my answer, I did my best to keep my voice aloof. It was more fun to keep him in anticipation. 
“Oh, you know . . . stuff.”
“Stuff?”
“You know,” I trailed again, my smile growing wider, “Halloween decorations. Halloween snacks. And new movies.”
His eyes lit up like a soccer stadium. “Really?”
I nodded, inclining my head at the shelter. I began to make my way towards the estate. “Yeah, I just stopped by to drop these off—”
“Here! Let me help!” Sony interjected, relieving two bags from each of my hands. 
I made sure he was holding the lightest bags before I went on. “And I’m going to head to the store to buy some pumpkins for everyone to carve. Do you want to come and help me pick out the good ones?”
If it was even possible, Sony’s eyes lit up even more with excitement. 
“Yeah!” he confirmed as we bounced up the steps and headed into the shelter. In one of the recreational rooms, I could see some volunteers administering mock interviews with some of the mothers, some tutoring the teenagers, and several other volunteers prepping for a seminar that was about to take place. “Yeah, I wanna come!” 
I smiled approvingly. I truly enjoyed Sony’s company and I looked forward to having him accompany me to do some pumpkin shopping. I figured if there were anyone who would enjoy picking out pumpkins, it would be Sony.  
Before I got ahead of myself, I made sure to confirm that he was settled with any other commitments he might have had for the day. 
“Have you finished all your chores and everything else?”
His head bounced up and down like a bobbing figurine. His small and eager footsteps matched mine. “I finished everything this morning, just in case you had to do shopping!”
I laughed, ruffling his hair. On the way upstairs, we waved at a couple of volunteers and climbed up to the second level where I usually watched the kids.
“Great!” I said after we stepped into the living room and deposited our bags onto a glass coffee table. “Now go grab a warm jacket. The weather’s crazy nowadays. It was sunny earlier, but I have a feeling that it might rain later.”
Sony gave a fervent nod of agreement and ran back to his room. As soon as he disappeared into the hall, five cute little rugrats came running into the room to take his place. They must have heard my voice across the hall.
“Grace!” the little voices screamed out in unison. “Hi Grace!”
Standing before me, eyes wide with innocence, were the five other kids I’ve come to adore: Kimmi, Lulu, Anni, Woo, and Timmi. All ranged from the ages of six to nine—Lulu and Anni being six and twins, Kimmi being seven, and Woo and Timmi being eight and nine respectively. It always amazed me to see how bubbly and happy these children were. Considering the circumstances of how they came here, it was an incredible thing. 
They all had fathers who abused their mothers and all had mothers who had no choice but to pack up everything, take their kids, and escape to an unfamiliar place to seek shelter. I felt so terrible for them and was only too eager to be around them. The least I could do was offer them a bit of fun on Sundays to help ease their minds away from the reality of their lives—if only for a brief moment.
“Hey guys,” I greeted with a big smile, crouching down on the floor. They surrounded me like bees to honey when I was eye-level with them. “What’s up?” 
“Grace!” Timmi prompted. His eyes were already darting to the bags behind me. “What’s in there?!”
I laughed. Just like Sony’s reaction, I knew they were going to love my answer.
“Halloween decorations,” I began to list off with a playful sigh.
The children gasped excitedly.
“Halloween snacks.”
They gasped again.
“And new movies!”
“Yay!” they cheered, clapping as their high-pitched chipmunk voices rose into the air. 
I couldn’t help but laugh again. I playfully ruffled their hairs and feigned a look of suspicion. “But you guys already finished all your chores, right? And if you have homework, you’ve finished it all too?”
They nodded eagerly. 
“Yes!” Kimmi screamed out proudly. Her small eyes twinkled with excitement. “We always finish everything early when we know you’re coming, Grace!” 
Just as she said this, Sony came running out of the hall with a small maroon hoodie on.
“I’m ready, Grace!” he announced, exhilaration coloring his face.
“Okay then,” I answered, standing up. 
I looked down at the kids before me in amusement. They took my standing up as a trigger to suddenly stand in a straight, single-file order line. It was as if they were waiting for me—the general—to give them their commands for the afternoon. 
Holding back a grin at the cuteness that radiated from these kids, I humored them. In a strict voice, I started giving out my commands.
“You guys start unwrapping the decorations, start putting the snacks on the coffee table, start decorating in all the areas that you can, and start choosing what movie you want to watch for movie night later on. In the meantime, Sony and I are going to go buy pumpkins so we can carve them today. Okay?”
“Yay! Okay, okay!” the kids cheered, breaking out of their single-file line.
Gleeful giggles whipped past me as they headed straight for the coffee table area. They went to town, annihilating the shopping bags by ripping all the goodies out. 
As my rambunctious little soldiers became distracted with the duties I assigned them, Sony and I were already running down the stairs to do some much-needed shopping. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“There is a royal more powerful than you.”

04: Next Time, Buy a Ferrari  
 
“Grace, when is your school’s Fall Break? Is it the same as mine?”
Walking side by side down the dessert aisle of the grocery store, Sony’s eager eyes were looking left and right. His hands curled covetously while he eyed his prizes. 
After entering the store, I had told him that I planned on buying more snacks for the shelter. I also told him that because he was my shopping buddy today, he was also in charge of stocking up on whatever supply that was needed for the snack room. I knew it was a responsibility that Sony enjoyed because as soon as I told him this, he was already wreaking havoc through the store, throwing in item after item of edible goodness into the cart.
“Yeah, it’s the same,” I answered him, trying to avoid making direct eye contact with all the delicious looking junk food that surrounded us. 
Much like Sony, if my hands weren’t pushing the shopping cart, I’d curl them covetously as well. How could one not when in the company of such delicious sins? 
“I just have to get through my exams and then I can enjoy it.”
Sony shifted uneasily once he appraised everything that was in the cart. He looked up at me tentatively.
“Grace, are you sure we don’t have too much stuff? I don’t think the shelter has this much money.”
I smiled reassuringly, impressed that a child so young was already careful with spending too much money. 
“There’s no budget, Sony,” I told him honestly. I planned on expensing this from my own bank account. “Don’t worry about it, okay? Just buy whatever you need.”
With my assurance as his cushion, he nodded with a relieved smile.
“Are you sure all of this is enough?” I asked once he informed me that he had made all the necessary purchases for Sanctuary. “You don’t want to buy a couple more sketchbooks and games for yourself?”
Sony shook his head. His young mind was already focused on something else he wanted to do more. “It’s enough. Let’s go buy pumpkins now!”
“Yes, sir,” I said playfully, pushing my cart after him.
He hurried towards the entrance of the store where all the pumpkins were sold.
“Oh!” he squeaked upon remembering the conversation we had before we went off topic. “Will you be going to Busan to hang out with your family for Fall Break then? You haven’t seen them in a while, right?” 
He looked up at me innocently, unaware that I was going to lie to him and that I was going to do a wonderful job at it.
Without giving any telltale sign that I was lying, I parted my lips and allowed the lies to swim out of my mouth with ease. “Yeah! I’m really excited because I haven’t seen my parents or my older siblings in a while. My older brother and sister made me promise that I’d visit soon so I’m planning on going during Fall Break.”
When I made the decision to keep my last name after I was released from the psychiatric hospital, I knew I would have to do everything in my power to dissociate myself from the news of the six-year-old who slayed her entire family. As a means to protect myself, I would lie (with elaborate and airtight details) about a family who lived in Busan and a family that I was very close to. 
One would think this would be difficult to lie about. In all honesty, it was so easy to lie to everyone because I had never let anyone in. Although I was known as a “sweet and nice” girl, I did not allow anyone to get close to me. Because of this distance, none of my “friends” ever questioned my lies. Why would they? The truth is: humans are inherently easy to fool, especially if you look acceptable and morally just to them. And no one was better at putting on a fake mask and acting like an ordinary person than me. 
Unbeknownst to him about what was going on in my thoughts, Sony beamed up at me. His face was completely innocent and void of doubt about me and my lies. “You really love your family, don’t you, Grace?”
I gave him a smile that matched his. “Just as much as you love your mom.”
That was another lie.
Sony loved his mom more than the world itself, and in turn, I loved everything in the world more than my own family. It was a sad fact—one that I would never impart onto Sony. He was far too innocent; he didn’t need to know that awful people like me actually existed in this world. 
I parked the shopping cart at the sliding doors that led out to the pumpkin display. Excited for his pumpkin-shopping excursion, Sony no longer dwelled on the topic about families. He was too distracted by the vast display of pumpkins. Bless children and their short-attention spans.

“How many do we want, Grace?” he squeaked out.
“Fifteen,” I answered, grabbing another empty cart to put the pumpkins in. I wanted to buy enough for the kids, their mothers, and for the volunteers to participate in. I had planned on making the pumpkin carving the big event of the day and I couldn’t be more excited to go all out. “Get the big fat ones.”
And Sony did just that. 
Being the conductor of the afternoon, Sony took his job seriously by inspecting every pumpkin for blemishes and any other imperfections. His selections were meticulous. Pumpkin after pumpkin that went into our shopping cart could only be categorized as perfection at its best. Grabbing onto each plump pumpkin that was far too big for him to carry, Sony never slowed down as he rushed over to me. 
For my part, I would dutifully relieve him of the pumpkins and strategically place the pumpkins into the cart to make room for the others. The system was going well until I took my eyes off Sony for a fleeting second.
A loud scream rocked the world around me.
Thump!
“Ahhhhh! Fuck! You little piece of shit!”
“I-I’m sorry—”
A loud slap followed the apology. 
“What the fuck is wrong with you?!”
I snapped my head back after hearing that earsplitting slap. I cast my frantic eyes back to the pumpkins display. I zeroed in on the scene before me. A man in his forties, who was dressed in a tacky-looking yellow leather jacket and dark dress pants, was cradling his toe. He was moaning in pain while a pumpkin that was far too big for Sony to carry lay beside his feet. 
It didn’t take long for me to deduce that Sony had spotted another champion pumpkin that he wanted for the shelter and misjudged his ability to carry its weight. I could envision him running in excitement, only to realize the pumpkin was far too heavy for him. As a result, he dropped it, only to have it fall directly over the toe of the man next to him. As this likely scenario played out in my mind, I felt my blood boil when my gaze landed on Sony. He was cradling the side of his head, his small little body quivering in absolute fear. I felt every protective instinct within me flare up at the sight of the tears bubbling in his eyes. That bastard had slapped him against the head. 
Though a small part of me—the sadistic part—found entertainment in seeing them in pain, the bigger and more powerful part of me was livid. Sony and his mother were nearly beaten to death by his poor excuse of a father. It took all the courage they had to leave their home and flee to Sanctuary. It had only been two months since Sony came to the shelter. Though he was the one who smiled the most, I knew that out of all the children, he was the most miserable. He lived in constant fear of his father coming to kill him. I could only imagine how getting slapped by this bastard only exacerbated those fears. 
I instantly rushed over to comfort him.
“Sony. Sony, are you okay?” I kneeled in front of a crying Sony. I placed my fingers over the hand that was cradling his newly assaulted head. 
Fury rose inside me. 
Who the fuck hits a kid with such maliciousness when it was only an accident? 
It was a pathetic sight to see a grown man behave like this. I was embarrassed that Sony had to experience this guy’s shortcomings firsthand. That bastard. Unable to contain my outrage, I stood up and faced the man. By now, Sony was hiding behind me, fearing that the man would come after him again.
“Did you really have to hit him like that?” I asked critically, staring at him through his thick bifocals. “He’s just a kid.”
Albeit the sight of the man acting like a little bitch was embarrassing, you were about to see an even more pathetic sight: the act of me cowering away when the man shot his ferocious glare to me. 
“Fuck you, bitch,” he spat, giving no regard to the fact that there was a child standing behind me. 
I held my breath, thunderstruck by his hostility. I was shocked with how he was speaking to me. I had never had another human being speak to me like this before. I couldn’t breathe or even blink as he went on, shocking me further with his viciousness.
“If you had done a better job watching his ass, then we wouldn’t have a problem, would we?” He glared at Sony, whose shuddering grew exponentially stronger under his heated glare. The man angrily pushed his gold-rimmed glasses up to his nose. “The little piece of shit is lucky I didn’t kick him in the face and show him what’s right.”
There were a million things I wanted to snap back at him. I wanted to yell at him, I wanted to hit him, I wanted to bash him over the head with a pumpkin for being a jackass . . . but when it all came down to it, all I did was feel my spine shrink away. I simply stood there in silence, bringing no justice to the pain Sony experienced and embarrassing myself in front of the child I was supposed to stand up for. I had never felt more ashamed of myself. I could enjoy people’s miseries and hurt them behind their backs, but when face-to-face with someone, all I found myself to be was weak and pathetic.  
I could feel Sony shake even more behind me, fearing that the man would hit me as well. More shame hovered over me. When a kid fears for your safety as opposed to his own, then you know you have failed as his protector. Suddenly the courageous girl who was standing up to a handsome stranger in my dream last night felt even more nonexistent. I was back to being a pushover, and in this scenario, I was a spineless coward.
No words came out of me.
I didn’t say anything because I had no courage to. 
My reply became inconsequential because another voice had already crept into the scene.
“Is that really the appropriate way to talk to a lady?” the voice asked. There was composure and civility within the intonation of the voice, but there was also steel lining inside it. “Especially when there is a child standing behind her?”
“And why is it your business with how I speak to this bitch?” the bastard incited, moving away from me to address the good Samaritan.
I felt someone brush past me to face the annoying bastard. I looked to my right to finally lay eyes on our savior. 
Standing slightly in front of us, our chivalrous defender was dressed in a simple white t-shirt and blue jeans that fitted him perfectly, accentuating his tall and thin frame. His long black hair was tied in a half ponytail, the length resting just above his broad shoulders. I couldn’t see the features of his face because his back was turned to me, but judging by how that t-shirt wrapped around his skinny body, I couldn’t fathom this guy being able to take the fully built bastard if they got into a fight. Though, considering the annoying bastard looked like he was well into his forties and this guy appeared as though he was only in his mid-twenties, the young one might win for stamina alone. Regardless of his physical build, his height overshadowed the other man’s and his demeanor more than made him look intimidating. The authoritative aura that emanated from him was hard to miss. There was something about him that was powerful and extremely foreboding. 
“Stay out of this,” the yellow-jacket-wearing-jackass warned him. “Or else I’ll—”
“What?” our defender challenged. He took a step closer and stared the man down. “You’ll do what? You’ll slap the back of my head like you did that poor kid? You’ll belittle me? What will you do to me?”
Every word that he punctuated had steel in it, an underlying promise that if that bastard were to utter one wrong word to him, he would break his bones apart. It was an admonishment that I knew the bastard heeded. Apprehension and uncertainty began to cloud his eyes. 
When the other man said nothing, our defender calmly, but commandingly, added, “You should walk away now.”
The man smirked, trying to pretend that he wasn’t afraid. “You know what? You’re not even worth it.” 
With a sneer, he glanced at Sony and me. Then, with one final expression of irritation, he sauntered into the store like he hadn’t abused an innocent child and cursed a girl who was half his age. He had no shame.
I was disgusted. I was disgusted with him and I was disgusted with myself. We were poor examples of how adults should behave; the bastard being needlessly crass and me being needlessly spineless. The only semblance of a good example of how adults should conduct themselves was the nice Samaritan standing before us.
“Thank you,” I said appreciatively, averting my focus back to him. “That was really nice of you. You didn’t have to do what you did, but thank you. We really appreciate it.”
When he turned around to face me, I felt the breath escape me. 
He was very good-looking. 
His face was skinny and well defined, structured strategically to fit him and his body type. The only deterrents on his face would be the semi-dark shadows under his eyes and the hollowness of his cheeks. However, those weren’t big deterrents. If anything, they actually brought character to his visage and made him all the more unique. There was this “I-don’t-care-about-anything” ambiance to him. He looked rugged, unkempt, lackadaisical, and dangerous, and it all fit him perfectly. All these qualities, though imperfect singularly, somehow came together harmoniously for him. It made him all the more attractive.
He was not usually the type of guy I’d go for, but I had to admit that I really liked what I saw.  
He gave me a warm smile that lit up his handsome face. “No problem.” He looked compassionately from me to Sony, who stayed rooted behind me. “I’m just sorry I couldn’t do more to help.”
“You’ve done more than enough,” I replied swiftly, beaming gratefully at him.  “Thank you again. Both of us really appreciate it.”
He nodded, his smile still kind on me. “You’re welcome.”
He looked like he wanted to say something else. Then, as if deciding against it when a gust of wind blew past us, he merely bequeathed Sony and I with a small hand wave, inclined his head at us, and chivalrously said, “Don’t let him ruin your day. Have a good one.” 
With that, he grabbed a shopping basket from the side and made his way into the store, leaving Sony and I outside alone. 
I took a second to stare after him. I wondered how someone could possess such strength to stand up for total strangers when I couldn’t do it for myself or Sony. I felt the shame return to me, along with the anger. When I felt Sony move behind me, my attention moved away from the bastard who ruined our day, the kind Samaritan who stood up for us, and my own inadequacies—it was solely focused on Sony, who I belatedly realized must have still been terrified. 
“Hey Sony, how you doing?” I asked gently, crouching down to face him at eye level.
“Better,” he said faintly. He sniffled to himself and stared at me with teary eyes. “It was my fault, Grace. I dropped it on his toes . . .”
“It was an accident,” I corrected sternly, placing my hand on his cheek as a means of comforting him. “He was just a big crybaby. It wasn’t your fault at all.” I went on, doing my best to make him feel better. His misery was sustenance to my hungry soul, but poison to the very fibers that made me human. I didn’t want him to cry. “Hey, why don’t you go wait in the cab first?” I suggested, knowing that he’d probably feel better in a new environment. “I’m going to pay for everything and I’ll meet you there, okay?”
Eager to step away from the grocery store and possibly relieved to be able to go into hiding, Sony nodded in agreement. Smiling, I herded him to the cab, asked the nice cab driver to watch him for a moment, and then raced back to pay for all the items in our cart. After doing so, I ran back with all the grocery bags and was greeted by Sony. He eagerly helped me unload all the bags into the trunk. That was the thing I adored about Sony. He could be absolutely devastated about something, but regardless of his own misery, he never allowed an opportunity to pass where he could help someone else. 
Once we unloaded the last grocery bag into the trunk, I announced to Sony and our cab driver that I had forgotten to buy something else for the pumpkin carving. 
“I’ll be right back!” 
I skidded away, running back into the store to buy the final crucial items for the pumpkin carving. After hurrying back into the store for the supplies I needed, I ran out of the store in haste. I didn’t want Sony and our cab driver to wait too long for me. However, instead of running in the direction of the cab, I found myself in the back corner of the parking lot where all the other cars were parked. 
I didn’t want them to wait long—so I was going to do this fast.
Retribution cloaked my eyes as I made my way down the row of cars. My observant eyes roamed over the plethora of cars surrounding me. As though beckoning for my attention, a yellow Lamborghini illuminated under the glare of the overcast sky. 
In a parking lot filled with neutral colored cars, it more than stood out, and it more than became apparent to me that this was the car I was looking for. I knew right away that the car belonged to that jackass. No imbecile would sport a yellow leather jacket unless they had an expensive car of the same hue to match. It was tacky, but idiots did it, and I knew he was one of them. 
My watchful eyes perused the lot to ensure that no one was around to witness what I was about to do. 
Wind was howling as the dark clouds continued to hover overhead. Above me, I could hear the skies rumble softly, preparing for a storm. Thankfully, no man-made sound crept into my ears. Although I could not see anyone in the parking lot, I couldn’t shake off the feeling that there was another presence close to me. 
The remembrance of my imaginary Demon thrust into my mind, but I ejected that thought as soon as it appeared. Who’d want to unlock that package of crazy when I was already about to do something crazy? I erased all thoughts about the imaginary Demon from my mind. When I was absolutely sure that the coast was clear, I withdrew one of the knives I had just purchased. 
Heart racing in excitement, I eyed the tires of the Lamborghini and went to town, slashing the tires with anger and without mercy.
Hiss.
Hiss.
Hiss.
Hiss.
One by one, the tires that once held the Lamborghini upright deflated under duress. Stunned that the alarm hadn’t gone off after my first round of vandalism, I smiled to myself. That bastard didn’t even think to protect his car by remembering to trigger the alarm. I laughed internally. He was going to pay dearly for his neglect. 
Not even close to being done with my brandishing, I ran to the hood of the car. With much satisfaction, I stabbed the knife into the center of the hood. Exerting slow and deliberate strength, I moved the tip of the knife downwards, earning a soft screech of pain from the vehicle as the expensive yellow paint curled around my knife, following its every move with swift obedience. 
I replayed everything in my mind: the thought of the bastard slapping Sony, the thought of him making Sony cry, the thought of him talking down to me, and the thought of me not being able to stand up to him. I recounted all of that, and it became my catalyst as I mercilessly butchered the luxurious car. My eyes were unblinking with rage and joy while I did the damage. I could do this all night if I wasn’t so afraid of getting caught. Recalling that I had two others waiting for me, I instructed myself to finish what I needed to do so that I could get on with my life. I didn’t want to get caught.
With a trail of scattered paint flying into the air, I pulled the knife away with a satisfied smirk. I read the message I wrote on the once extravagant Italian car: 
Next time, buy a Ferrari, bitch. 
A huge smile streaked across my lips. The constriction that once plagued my chest dispersed completely. I could breathe again. Throwing the knife back into the shopping bag after I was done, I made sure to assess the area around me to make sure that I cleared anything and everything that could be traced back to me. When I determined that everything was clear, I broke into a sprint and hurried back to the cab. 
“Are we done, Grace?” Sony asked after I hopped into the cab. His tears were completely dried up at this point. “Did we get everything we need? Are we good now?” 
I nodded at Sony, happily handing him an ice cream bar I purchased when I ran back inside the second time around.
“Yeah,” I replied happily. I couldn’t control the smile of satisfaction whenever I thought about what I did with the bastard’s car. I felt proud. If Sony knew how I punished that jackass, he would’ve been happy too. 
“Everything’s done. I’m definitely good now.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“He will not only overpower you, but he will also destroy you.”

05: Dimmed Demon  
 
The rest of the day went by very quickly.
After Sony and I returned from our shopping excursion, it didn’t take long for his sadness to be swept away by the company of his hyperactive friends. And just like Sony, it didn’t take long for me to be swept away by the children’s excitement.
We spent a good hour of the day decorating the estate before the pumpkin-carving contest began. The pastor arrived just in time to be named a judge, along with his wife and myself. We playfully critiqued and gave praises to every single pumpkin and announced the winner to be Sony and his mom. By the time six o’ clock rolled around, the kids were all sitting in the upstairs living room, enjoying their snacks while watching one of the movies I brought. By seven, I was out the door, hugging everyone and heading back into the city to do my evening yoga before I called it a night. 
“Have a good evening, miss,” one of the guys at the front desk said to me as I pivoted around the gym’s reception desk. 
I was dressed from head to toe in one of my favorite yoga outfits: a pink tank top, light blue yoga shorts, and light blue platform flip-flops. To add to this already bubbly outfit, I also had my hair tied up in a high ponytail that bounced with each step out of the gym.
“Thank you,” I said sweetly, relaxed now that I had done my nightly yoga. Holding onto my blue yoga mat, I smiled and waved at him. “You have a good evening as well. Good night!” 
Sighing in utter happiness, I stepped into the busy pedestrian traffic and enjoyed myself as I walked home in the cool night. Though the weather had gotten exponentially colder since I was last outside, the arctic-like cold did little to suppress the swarm of butterflies that had taken over my stomach. I had a fantastic day and felt like I was on top of the world. 
The walk back home was nice, completely blissful for the first couple of blocks as I eased out of pedestrian traffic and immersed myself into the quiet street. It wasn’t until I felt a single raindrop fall from above and hit me in the face that my mood dampened. 
I glanced up towards the dark skies and moaned, crestfallen that the sky was quite literally raining on my parade. So much for my victory walk. I paused to readjust my Birkin bag over my shoulder and pulled out my small Burberry umbrella. I was in the process of opening my umbrella when a familiar voice awakened every paranoid nerve in my body and dispelled the victorious spell I was under.
“What a naughty girl you’ve been today, Gracie.”
My bloodstream stuttered to a stop when I recognized the sexy voice I once deemed as a figment of my imagination. 
Shit.
Holy shit.
It can’t be. It just can’t be, I told myself in desperation. 
I had been having an arguably normal and sane day. My mind couldn’t be fucked up again. There was no way in hell he was standing there beside me—actually existing again. I rationalized this, but no matter how desperate my mind was, my eyes did not participate in the hopeful endeavor. I turned towards the direction of the voice, hoping against hope that I wouldn’t see anyone. 
To my horror, there he was—the sinfully drop-dead gorgeous Demon himself. He was standing beside me with a black umbrella of his own. Dressed in all-black business attire with a cigarette between his lips and a breathtaking smile on his beautiful face, he looked as real as could be. 
My heart plummeted to my stomach at the confirmation that the “nonexistent” Demon was actually back in my life. As a result, I did the only instinctive thing I could do in my time of panic and outrage: I attacked him.
“Ahhhhh! Why are you back? You’re not even real!” I shouted, impulsively pressing the little button on my umbrella in my moment of fear. In seconds, the metal spring of the umbrella was released from its captivity and shot up in the direction of the nonexistent one’s jaw. 
“What the fuc—!” His words collapsed in his throat once the umbrella made contact with his jaw. 
Blooming into a full-blown polyester weapon, my unlikely bludgeon knocked the cigarette out of his mouth, triggering him to lose hold of his umbrella while he cradled his assaulted jaw. 
Desperate to take advantage of his moment of weakness, I supplemented the attack by lifting my bag in the air and smacking him across the face with it.
Bam! 
“Bloody hell, woman!” he roared, nearly losing his balance when my heavy satchel pounded his face. 
Not finished with my show of aggression and wanting to further immobilize him, I strategically used the tip of the umbrella and pummeled it into his stomach as I would a shovel to the ground. I was hoping that the extra attack would have him doubling over in surrender. Much to my dismay (and awe-like amazement), his abs were rock-hard. It felt like I had just driven my umbrella into a steel wall as opposed to someone’s abdomen. Eyeing him for a terrified second now that the momentum of my attack was gone, I used the last measure that I knew would force him to the ground . . .
I kneed his balls.  
“Motherfuc—!” 
The rest of his curses never came out as he fell to the ground. Groans poured from him while he not only cradled his bloody lips, but also his assaulted family jewels. 
I used this moment to make my escape. 
I tossed my umbrella-turned-bludgeon aside, threw my bag back over my shoulder, and took off like a cute fat kid running after an ice cream truck. I ran so fast that I lost one of my flip-flops, but I didn’t care. Considering the state of fear I was in, I could have lost my crazily expensive bag and I wouldn’t have given a flying shit!
“Damn it, woman!” I heard him roar after me, pain throbbing in his hoarse voice. “Didn’t you scream enough last night? Why the hell did you attack me?!”
You had got to be shitting me. You had got to be shitting me. 
Leaving the supposed “Demon” on the sidewalk, I ran straight for my apartment complex. Moments later, I barreled into the hallway and torpedoed my ass into my apartment. Once inside, I made a beeline towards my bedroom in a paranoid frenzy.
“This can’t be happening,” I muttered to myself, locking the door and jumping into bed. I threw my white faux fur comforter over my head and willed myself to fall asleep. I was hoping that getting some shut-eye would put an end to this strange night. Perhaps if I got some sleep the “Demon” would disappear and I would become normal again. My heart rate tripled in speed while I tried to assure myself that none of this was actually taking place. “This isn’t happening. There’s no Demon. There is absolutely no Demon outside my apartment. I’m just imagining this. I’m just dreaming again. I’m just—”
“Gracie . . .”
“Ahh!” I flinched once I felt the “nonexistent” Demon place a hand over my comforter-covered shoulder. “Get away from me, you nonexistent freak!”
“Gracie,” I heard the Demon call out from above the comforter. His voice teemed with adoration at my behavior. “Gracie, please don’t be like this. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
When I remained underneath the comforter, I could hear him chuckling. The warm fluctuation of his laughter sent waves of pleasure unto my body. I didn’t understand what was happening. How could I be feeling like this when it was all too apparent that I was losing my mind?
“Gracie,” he prompted, his gentle voice filled with need. “You have no idea how much you’re tempting me right now, laying on that bed as if beckoning for me to join you. Now stop ignoring me and peek your pretty little head out because I swear to the God-who-will-never-answer-me, if you get me on that bed with you, it’ll take a swarm of Archangels to get me out. And considering that I’m a thousand times stronger than any of those bastards, you can bet that I’m never getting out once I cover my naked body over yours. So will you continue to tempt me or will you come out?”
It shouldn’t have turned me on. 
His words most definitely shouldn’t have turned me on, but they did. And because of this travesty, I was more afraid than ever. Even then, imaginary or not, I knew it was best not to test his patience. From the way he exuded his energy into the room, I got the impression that he would actually get into bed with me and rip my clothes off. The scandalous thing was that I think I would comply with anything and everything he wanted to do with me! 
Backed into a corner and perturbed at what he’d be capable of doing if I didn’t comply with his wishes, I pulled the blanket from my head and looked at him. My pulse raced once I found myself face-to-face with the sexual wonder that tilted my world on its already fucked up axis. 
I silently gasped.
My eyes expanded at the sight of the eye candy before me. In all the previous times that I saw him, it was only under the shadows of darkness. But right here, right now, basking under the luminescent light of my bedroom, I couldn’t believe the wonder in front of my eyes. If the average male had the sexually charged energy of 100%, then this guy had the sexually charged energy of 10,000%. Every part of this too-good-to-be-true aphrodisiac embodied the perfection of extravagant sex. From his sinfully beautiful face to his sinfully masculine body frame, I was sure as hell he had the sexual stamina to throw any other boy I’ve ever been with out of the water. If there was a standard of male perfection, then this gorgeous creature outranked that standard by miles. 
Oh my.
“Do you like what you see?” he asked silkily, reading my mind. 
The way he was eyeing my body—or more specifically my cleavage—made me feel I was a meal he had been deprived of for centuries. He definitely liked what he saw. I frowned, resenting that I also liked what I saw. It was a cardinal sin that someone as aphrodisiacal as him should possess such power over me. I resented that he had the ability to make my body come alive in ways I didn’t know was possible. Honestly, how could I be so shallow when my reality was crashing all around me? 
Managing to hold on to some modicum of rationale, I grabbed a pillow and covered it over my chest to prevent him from staring at it. I was physically attracted to him, but there was no need to act like a hoochie and allow him to stare at my cleavage.
He laughed at my sudden display of bashfulness. 
“Smartass,” he murmured with bitter amusement.
It was only when he said this that it occurred to me that this “imaginary” Demon was becoming more real by the second.
Shit.
I could not help but conclude that I had gone off the deep end. I reflected back to my stay at the psychiatric hospital, recalling how all my lawyers said I was crazy. I did not take them seriously before, but I was now very convinced that I had lost it. I should have known I was fucked in the head when I had absolutely no feelings for my family’s death. I should have known that I was crazy with all those sadistic tendencies floating inside me. I was crazy. I had to be crazy because there was no way there was a Demon standing before me—and the Demon of Lust at that! 
This was my punishment for flushing those pills down the toilet. If I took my stay at the psychiatric hospital more seriously, I could have gotten the help I actually needed. Now I was stuck with this strange, albeit sinfully hot, imaginary Demon who was so horny and attractive that he made me want him as well. 
“Gracie, you’re not crazy. Stop thinking that you are,” he murmured as if reading my mind.
That observation would’ve been more convincing if it wasn’t coming from the very “Demon” who was giving me my first psychotic episode.
He made a move to touch me as a means to comfort me. However, when I saw him reach out for me, I immediately pulled myself back, preventing him from coming close. 
“Don’t touch me and stop calling me, ‘Gracie,’” I ordered, still holding my pillow against my rapidly beating chest. “It sounds like you’re calling me ‘crazy.’” Resentment colored every corner of my voice. 
It seemed that my aversion to his touch reminded him of what occurred earlier in the night. Bitterness morphed onto his face. 
“You’re right. You are crazy,” he agreed at last, offense reverberating in his statement. His perfectly structured jaw tightened before resentfully adding, “Crazy to attack me the way you did.”
I froze at the last tidbit.
“Huh?”
He shook his head, ignoring my confusion. Scornfully, he forged on. “You know, I had always known you would scream a lot after having me come into your life, but I was under the impression that you would scream for the simple fact that I’m quite possibly the most handsome thing you’ve ever seen.” He frowned, clearly butt-hurt that I had such a negative reaction to him, especially when he had such pride in his appearance. “You act like I’m some hideous sleaze who should never see the light of day. Do you even realize what a grave mistake you’ve made?” His visage became foreboding. The cut on his lips glared at me in contempt. “No one hits me and gets away with it, Gracie. Not even you.” 
“Wh-what are you going to do to me?” I managed to ask, hugging the pillow tighter against my chest. Nervous beads of sweat started to form on my forehead.  
“You busted my lip, punched my jaw with an umbrella, nearly stabbed a hole into my stomach, and kicked me in the very place the rest of the female species under God’s creation adores and worships, you violent little minx.” I quivered at the hardened edge in his voice. “Can you imagine all the things I can do to punish you for even laying a finger on me?
I bit my lower lip while terror coursed through me. It would be a total lie if I were to say that I wasn’t afraid of him. As sexy and charming as the guy was, he was also inarguably intimidating. There was a powerful presence exuding from him, one that intimidated every human fiber in my body. I deduced right then and there that it must be embedded in our very genetic makeup as humans for us to fear Demons because in my particular case, this inherent fear couldn’t have been more alive and active.
Before my fear could manifest itself into pure paranoia, without warning, the “Demon” leaned in. His delicious smelling cologne coated around me as he extended a hand out. He tenderly removed my bangs from my eyes and tucked them behind my ear. 
His captivating eyes held mine with an unspoken promise of sensual satisfaction. Lazily, his voice purred, “But I’ll forgive you if you give me a kiss to make it all better.”
“A k-kiss?” I spluttered out like an idiot. 
“Just a small peck,” he compromised, his dark eyes glittering with carnality. He appraised my lips like they were the most fascinating things in existence. He leaned in closer, affording me the opportunity to make my amends. “Just a small kiss and I’ll be at your mercy again.”
“J-just a s-small kiss?” 
I gasped.
I held my breath and stared at his tempting lips. 
Fortunately, before the stupidity of my perverted sensibilities got the better of me, I found myself scrunching my nose in confusion when I registered something odd.  
Accusation flared in my eyes as a tidal wave of comprehension crashed onto me. 
“Wait,” I observed out loud. “Why the hell is a Demon bleeding?”
His silence told me that this was where I got him. 
He muttered a curse, the contents of my realization hitting him. 
In an instant, he was resentfully straightening up. He rolled his eyes, bitter that I could still manage to think logically while he was trying to seduce me. He stuck an already lit cigarette between his lips. As he began to avoid eye contact with me, I felt the mindless sexual frenzy dissipate. It was as though he had turned off a switch and my once fogged mind was cleared. 
My eyes sharpened. The way he awkwardly smoked that cigarette told me that he didn’t want to give me an answer. His avoidance and clear discomfort made me foolishly believe that I had the upper hand in this conversation.
“You’re not a Demon, are you?” I accused. I tossed the pillow away and jumped off the bed. I fixed a hard stare on him. I was feeling braver than I should have been, but when I saw the light at the end of the tunnel—one that basically said, “You might not be crazy after all!”—I rolled with it. “You drugged me the other night, didn’t you? You’re just some freak who has been stalking me and is trying to play games with me before you kill me, aren’t you?” 
At this rate, I’d settle for him being the crazy one rather than myself.
Amusement tilted the edge of his lips. Letting out a little laugh, he wiped the blood from his lips, revealing the little cut that was still there. 
“You’d probably be safer with a psychotic serial killer than with me,” he said lightheartedly, allowing a string of smoke to flow from his lips. The teasing tone in his voice threw me off. I had no idea if he was joking or not. “And your constant need to prove that one of us is crazy is amusing, but I have to end your endeavors there, Gracie, because I am a Demon and my reason for being here is still the same.”
“But why are you bleeding?” I inquired in desperation. I still wanted to believe that he was just some hot nutcase. “Do Demons really bleed?”
“Demons do bleed,” he told me wistfully. As though mirroring him in thoughtfulness, another cloud of pensive smoke escaped from his lips. “But from other more powerful and unsavory assaults. Never from getting smacked in the face by a sexy little minx who could rival banshees with her screams.”
My cheeks turned a dozen shades of scarlet from his subtle insult. 
There was a small smile on his face while he projected another round of smoke. I was aware that the insult was used as his way of getting me back for kneeing his “special masculine pride.” I hardened the features of my face and let his insult roll off me. I hoped that my stern face would act as a catalyst for him to stop messing with me. I had bigger problems to deal with.
“Are you going to tell me or not?” I hotly prompted.
He spared a tentative glance at me and pondered for a few more moments. With a resigned exhalation, he miserably yielded with his secretiveness.
“I bleed because . . . I’m a Dimmed Demon.”
My eyes bloomed. This “dream” was getting far too elaborate for my peace of mind. I gaped at him, floored by the odd term. “Dimmed?”
He nodded, visibly unhappy with labeling himself as something so demeaning. 
“What does that mean?” 
“It doesn’t mean that I’m not the brightest Demon in the pack or that I’m a lower-class Demon,” he explained lazily. He paused to smile with pride at the thought of his own intelligence. “If anything, I’m actually one of the more calculating and intelligent Demons in my race—” 
When I bestowed him with an icy glare that could rival glaciers, he got back on track.
“But back to the point. A Dimmed Demon is a Demon who retains only a small portion of his actual powers. Having only a small portion of his power means that he allows the inferiority of being human to momentarily take over his body.”
I still couldn’t comprehend the specifics behind whatever the hell he was babbling on about. My main concern was another question that was on the forefront of my mind: did he make the choice to become a Dimmed Demon or was he forced into it?
I gazed up at him suspiciously. “Is there a reason why you are a Dimmed Demon?”
“My power is”—he sighed, trying to think up the right explanation—“beyond anything you have ever known. What you see now is merely 30% of the powerful entity that I normally am. I am like the sun to your world. From a great distance, I do no immediate harm to you, but at close proximity, I’ll burn you alive. Other Demons, ones who are less powerful, are free to roam as they wish. For a Royal Demon, in order to be around you so frequently, I have to ‘dim’ myself and give myself more human qualities so no harm would come to you.” Slight resentment shrouded his face while he wiped the blood from his cut lip. “Pain and bleeding is the unfortunate side effect of wanting to be around you and not killing you.”
I blinked at him, slowly registering all the things he shared. 
“I don’t believe you.”
A dangerous grin kissed his lips. “Really?”
“What Demon in their right mind would ‘dim’ themselves?” 
Outwardly, my voice was critical, but inwardly, my insides were quivering from anxiety. Fear aside, there was absolutely no way I was this impressionable. Did he really think I would believe the crap he just spewed? Who in their right mind, Demon or not, would voluntarily give up a portion of their power?
“You being a Demon makes no sense; even your preposterous explanation makes no sense. None of this makes any logical sense.”
He gave me a blank look before dryly saying, “So some looney tune appearing out of thin air makes more logical sense to you than believing that I’m a Demon?”
I blinked at him.
Hearing him say that out loud made me feel like a total idiot. In spite of his pointed question, the desperation within me was still stubborn. It did not want to give up on the last ray of hope that my world hadn’t become this insane. 
I couldn’t believe it; I really couldn’t believe it.
But then, as I looked at him and realized that he was still standing there, staring at me while waiting for me to say something, I found myself opening up to the possibility that there was an actual Demon in my bedroom. 
My heart sank to my stomach.
Crestfallen, I fell onto my bed and covered my face with my hands in disbelief.
It was unquestionably official. 
If this was my reality—where the spawn of Satan was here to convert me into a Demon—then I was really fucked. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“You can fight all you want . . .”

06: The Demon Persuasion  
 
“I’ve lost it, haven’t I?” I asked wretchedly, my lips trembling from the weight of my reality crashing down on me. “When I was six, they told me I was crazy. I didn’t believe them then, but I think all the craziness has finally caught up with me because there’s absolutely no way in hell there is a Demon in my room. There is no way in hell his sole reason for being here is to turn me into a Demon.” 
The Demon’s expression on me was kind. He, to some degree, sympathized with my desperation to not believe the bizarre truth. “You know this is real, Gracie.”
His simple statement made me realize that it was true. I couldn’t deny it any longer—there was no point. All of this was too real to be a figment of my imagination. Accepting this truth did not make me feel better. I hunched forward and buried my face in my hands again. I wanted to sob at the shittiness that was my life. 
I looked up at him and fought to keep my voice steady. “But why are you here? Why did you choose me? Why do you have to turn me into a Demon? Why me of all people?”
“Because I want you,” he told me bluntly. He placed his cigarette on my desk and approached me. His powerful body much too close to mine, he sat down on the bed and said, “Unabashedly, shamelessly, and desperately. I want you, and unfortunately, I can’t have you if you’re human. I can only have you if you’re a Demon.”
“I-I don’t understand.”
“The body of a human woman isn’t made for the”—he paused to search for the right term—“stamina of a Royal Demon. Unfortunately in the realm of sex, you are like a bubble to me. If I have sex with you while you’re human, then it is almost guaranteed that you will die.”
The prospect of death was the only thing that roused me from my dazed state. If he could kill me because he was too powerful, then why was I letting him sit next to me—on my bed, no less? I propelled off the bed and pulled myself away from him. There was no way I was going down like this. 
My horrified eyes gaped at him from the opposite side of the room. “Have you killed a lot of human women to know that?” 
He laughed at my reaction, his gaze following me as I continued to back away from him. He leisurely rose from the bed. Taking slow steps as a predator would when going after its prey, the Demon stalked after me, mirroring my retreating steps with his subtle advancements. 
“My brothers have had their fun with human women. Depending on which brother, some women die within a day, others take a week or a couple months before death claimed them. But because I am the Demon of Lust and because sex is my specialty and my power, it is likely that you would die after your first climatic experience.”
Death by orgasm, I mused as I continued to tiptoe away from him. Talk about going out with a bang.   
“Wait,” I prompted when I truly absorbed everything he told me. “You’re doing all of this because you want to have sex with me?” 
I couldn’t believe my ears and couldn’t believe the lengths someone would go to in order to get into my pants. Wow, this guy definitely put all the other sex-crazed males I had met to shame. 
“Because I want you,” he clarified charmingly. His tone was innocent, as if his intentions with me were completely honorable. “Sex with you is just a very nice bonus.”
“How considerate of you for that clarification,” I mumbled sarcastically, still instinctively backing away from him.
“You should be honored,” he told me, sensing my sarcasm. There was amusement in his eyes as he watched me continue to back away from him. “No one has experienced my extravagant gifts, and because I’m putting in this much effort for you, you should be throwing yourself at me and thanking me for my thoughtfulness.”
I digested his words and paused when something didn’t make sense. 
“Hold on,” I began, “you said no one has experienced your ‘gifts.’ D-does that mean you’re a . . . virgin?”
A sparkle of amusement appeared in his eyes. “In your terms, yes.”
I wanted to laugh at the irony of this scene—that the Demon of Lust himself was a virgin of all things. I wanted to laugh and perhaps not be so afraid of him and his sexual dominance because, you know, he hadn’t done it yet. I was in the process of feeling a bit safer around him when the Demon of Lust decided to remind me why he was so powerful. 
“But make no mistake about it, Gracie,” he lectured, his voice as seductive and as dominant as could be. 
In a matter of seconds, he closed the gap between us and stood in front of me. Stunned by his sudden closeness, I unknowingly backed into a corner and found myself trapped between the wall and his body. 
He gazed down at me with sensuality glittering in his eyes. “I am your God, your Master, your King, and your Lord. I am the very embodiment of sex, lust, and passion at its rawest and most potent form. I am everything your fantasies could ever dream of. Don’t make the mistake of thinking that my ‘virginity’ will make me any less phenomenal than all the silly little boys you’ve been with. I’m the most experienced virgin you will ever meet, and when the time is right, I look forward to showing you the extravagance of being in my bed. And trust me, after you’ve had me, you will never spare a glance at any other man again.” 
I gulped, silently agreeing with him.
Who was I kidding? His experience did not matter. In the end, every part of my womanly intuition knew his presence in bed would be unsurpassed by any other entity in existence. In essence, he didn’t need experience; he had the laws of nature kneeling before him in adoration, and no amount of experience could ever transcend that. 
Although there was truth to his words, his intentions offended me greatly. 
“You think it’s going to be easy to have sex with me,” I suddenly accused, feeling all my defenses rise up. Fidgeting with my fingers, I moved to the side and stepped away from him. “You think I’m just going to lie in bed and let you have your way with me and not put up a fight.”
He smiled coolly, taking note of the offense in my voice. “Seduction is part of lust, Gracie. I plan on giving you the full ride. I plan on wooing you, seducing you, and inevitably making you mine. I don’t know about you, but that sounds like a lot of work to me. I don’t think it will be easy to get you to sleep with me, but I think the journey to get there will be fun as hell.” He winked at me, his eyes playful, teasing, and extremely charming. “No pun intended.”   
“Well, sorry to burst your bubble, but I won’t have it,” I told him with inflexible determination. 
I was turned on by him, yes. I wanted him sexually, yes. I was very close to ripping off his clothes with my teeth, yes, but desire aside, I also possessed self-control. I was a virgin for Christ’s sake. Just because my body was reacting to him positively didn’t mean that I was easy, and it certainly didn’t mean that I would sleep with any hot thing in sight. I refused to be some human sex-toy used for his pleasure. I wasn’t a hoochie and didn’t plan on ever being one for a Demon. 
“I won’t have sex with you. I refuse.”
He merely nodded, feigning a tint of innocence in his eyes. “Thank you for the heads up, Gracie. I’m sure you won’t be too pissed off with a poor little smitten Demon for still wanting you, right?”
I bit my lips, finding it difficult to look him straight in the eye when he made himself appear so innocent, especially when I knew all too well that he wasn’t. He was trouble in its most magnetic form. I could never allow myself to forget that. “I’m just letting you know that it will be wasted effort.”
“That’s very considerate of you, but I’m known to be a persistent Demon. I don’t give up on anything once I’ve made my claim over it.”
By this point, my mind was already elsewhere. Something unnerving thrust into my thoughts. I looked at him with widened eyes. “If having sex with you while I’m still human would kill me, then why were you trying to have sex with me last night?” My eyes morphed into bitter slits. “Trying to kill me already?” 
A guilty expression marred his usually cool and composed face. He sighed, nodding in concurrence at the idiocy of what occurred the night before. 
“I admit that was idiotic on my part. Demons, even Royal ones, aren’t necessarily known for their self-control. Unfortunately in my case, I failed to control myself when I was with you.” His eyes then hardened with conviction. “I wouldn’t have gone through with anything if it got that far though,” he assured me, his voice genuine. “I only wanted to kiss you for a bit. I couldn’t resist, but I would’ve stopped before anything lethal happened.”
Anger raged inside me. I, too, recalled the idiocy of what happened last night. I recalled the “spell” he admitted to placing on me. I became more outraged. He took advantage of me. He forced himself on me against my will. Scathingly, I said, “You know, what you did to me last night could be considered attempted rape, if not rape itself.”
For the first time, his cool façade thawed. Offense twisted the features of his face.
“Rape?” he repeated, looking at me like I had slapped him across the face. Anger threaded his eyes. “How the hell was I about to rape you last night?”
“You placed a spell on me! You admitted it! You said that was the reason why I wanted you so much!”
“No,” he bit back harshly. “You asked me if I’ve placed a spell on you or ‘something.’ I admitted to the ‘something,’ which is the fact that I’m the Demon of Lust and the aura I give off is hard to resist. Nothing more, nothing less. I don’t force myself on women who don’t want me.” He looked at me critically, clearly wanting to bury this point home to subdue any other ideas I might harbor about him. “I don’t rape, Gracie. This may come as a big surprise to you, but some Demons do have some standard of integrity. The scumbag men of your race might resort to doing such revolting things, but the men of my race have too much of an inflated ego to resort to something so parasitic. We have pride. We are the more”—he tilted his head to conjure up the most appropriate word—“intelligent race and we try to uphold this notion by not doing something so demeaning and animalistic.” He passionately went on. “I never once placed any spell over you or forced you to do anything against your will—I don’t need to. I was seducing, and it’s entirely up to the will of the recipient whether they find me to be irresistible or not.” His accusatory eyes buried into mine. “This is all on you and your willpower, Gracie.”
I scoffed, not believing the state of my life. A Demon had not only insulted me and my race, but he was also throwing a dig at my willpower. What kind of ass-backwards reality had I been thrown into?
“Calling me weak-willed now?” I scowled at him.
Charm suffused his face when he noted that I was becoming more and more irritated. “Don’t be too offended, Gracie. You can think of our situation as you submerging yourself in water and getting wet. You do not want to get wet, but it is not up to you to control or to defy the bylaws of nature. Water is water—if you touch it, you will get wet. It's a fact and it's something you can't escape.” 
His powerful shoulders shrugged in a prideful manner. 
“I am lust in its most powerful form. The nature of who I am is that those who are close enough to me feel it—they feel nothing but lust. I can’t control who people lust after. That’s not in my nature. My nature is to simply radiate it. The actions people take around me—and who they want to take it with—is beyond my control. This means that you shouldn't be so hard on yourself. I am, after all, one of your cardinal sins. The temptation of me is understandably hard to resist, and if you ask me, I’m the best sin there is. You shouldn't feel bad for finding me to be so enticing.”
It took all my willpower to not roll my eyes. I was certain I was going to keel over from this guy’s big ego. 
“You have a very big head,” I commented, unable to contain my irritation. “Did you know that?”
This made him laugh. He wasn’t offended by my comment. If anything, he was charmed by it. “Would you expect any less from the son of the prideful Lucifer?”
From what I heard about Lucifer and his oversized pride, I imagined it would only make sense if his spawn followed that same characteristic. I didn’t expect any less from the spawn of Satan himself, but I wasn’t about to accept it or allow him to think it was okay either.
“Do people actually like you?” I incited, wanting to hurt his feelings because I was still bitter that he insulted my willpower (or allegedly lack thereof). “Your oversized ego is a turn off.” I gulped uneasily and hastily added, “And I don’t like you.”
His lips lifted into a grin. Intent on getting back on my good side, he said, “Then I should endeavor to change your mind, shouldn’t I?” When I didn’t return his playful smile with a favorable reaction, the Demon sighed and said, “Don’t the people of your race have a saying? ‘Don’t judge a book by its cover’? Do you think it’s fair that you’re placing so much judgment on me when you don’t even know me?”
“You’re a Demon,” I dismissed. “Human sayings are not applicable to you.”
He made a rude noise at my dismissal.
“Typical human,” he murmured stiffly. “The youngest of God’s creations and the most ignorant ones. The ones who deem themselves to know everything when in truth, you all know nothing.” He arched an ironic brow at me. “Who has the bigger ego now, Gracie? A Demon of my caliber or a human of your—” He stopped to find the most politically correct term. Whereas he was insulting with his terms before, he made sure that he was very careful with the one he picked out. He wanted to make his point, not hurt my feelings. “Current standing?” There was amused bitterness in his voice when he added, “Perhaps I shouldn’t disappoint the preconceived notions you seem to already have of me now should I, Gracie? Perhaps I should show you how evil I could be.”
A frightened trigger went off inside me. Oh God. What was I doing? Why on earth was I butting heads with a Demon? Why was I insulting him when I should be scared shitless? Did I have a death wish?! 
Fear drenched my eyes once I realized the fatal mistake I had made, and when the Demon caught the fear in my eyes, he softened his critical gaze. It was in his nature to defend himself, but he didn’t want to scare me and further alienate me from him. 
Smiling nervously as a means to show me that he was completely harmless and that he would never hurt me, he cleverly moved the conversation along. 
He answered the question I posed earlier about whether or not people actually liked him. “I’ve been told that I’m an acquired taste. For the ones who are able to tolerate my blunt personality, they actually find me to be very charming, despite the flawed ego and exhaustive character traits. If anything, I seem to be everyone’s favorite. So to answer your question, yes, people do find me to be endearing—flaws and all.” 
He expelled a long breath before wrapping all that up and tossing it aside. It was time to get to business. He was no longer in the mood to prolong the inevitable.
“Enough about me, I think it’s time we refocus our attention on the most important thing in this room: you and the reason why I’m here in the first place.”
Ice-cold chills ran down my spine.
Oh my flying pig. This Demon was completely serious about turning me into a Demon!
I shook my head at him, my lips trembling. Despite the fact that a big part of me found him to be endearing as opposed to dangerous, I couldn’t misplace the knowledge that he was here for my soul. I knew all too well that I couldn’t trust a Demon. The cost of trusting him would cost me my life—literally. I couldn’t fall for his games; I could never give him my soul. 
“I-I don’t want to lose my soul,” I attempted to tell him firmly, my voice quivering when I locked eyes with him. “I don’t want to play any demonic games, I don’t want to make any deals, I don’t want to be involved in dark magic or whatever. I’ve seen way too many movies and read too many books to know that nothing good comes out of making a deal with a Demon.” I shook my head more fervently, hoping the added display of distaste would get it through his skull that my answer was “no.” “I don’t want to be a Demon. I want to be a normal person, so please, just please leave me alone. Go after someone else’s soul because I want to keep mine.”
Unfazed by my refusal, he merely tilted his head. His perceptive eyes scrutinized me with interest. 
“Do you ever wonder why the most evil people in this world appear to live the longest and most prosperous lives, Gracie?”
I said nothing because I truthfully didn’t care.
Still unfazed by my obvious lack of interest, he forged on, his voice filled with charm that held my undivided attention. “Don’t you ever wonder why the good people are the ones who are plagued with poverty, cancer, diseases, and every other malady there is while the evil ones appear unharmed and immune to all those curses?”
I remained silent, allowing him to further enlighten me.
“They’ve all made a deal with my brethren; they’ve all made a deal with the ‘Devil’ as the popular saying goes.”
“I already have all the money in the world and I’m as healthy as can be,” I told him quickly. I wasn’t some poor desperate soul who was looking for a new station in life. I was very happy with everything that I had been blessed with. “I don’t need any deals.”
Something about my words caused a light to change in his eyes. However, instead of telling me why he was perturbed by my words, he prompted another series of questions to further persuade me into becoming a Demon. 
“Have you ever felt different, Gracie? Like you don’t belong?”
“No,” I lied. The truth was: I had felt different. But who didn’t feel different at this day and age? It’s the twenty-first century; everyone and their dogs felt different and felt like they didn’t belong. 
Undeterred, he probed on. “No?”
I shook my head.
“So you’ve never felt like your fellow human beings merely exist for your entertainment?”
I shook my head.
“You’ve never purposely given a hundred dollars to a homeless man knowing that he would get beaten to near death for it?”
On the surface, I shook my head like I had no idea what he was talking about. Inside, I was shaking at the possibility of him knowing all the terrible things I had done.
“You’ve never vandalized the Lamborghini of a bastard who pissed you off?”
I felt beads of sweat form as I swayed my head from side to side again. I desperately wanted him to stop bringing this up. 
“You’ve never volunteered at a shelter—not because you wanted to help people—but because you enjoy immersing yourself in their misery?”
Even though I was shaking my head, I could tell by the expression on Eclipse’s face that he knew I was lying. Then, with much satisfaction, he used the trump card to finally force a reaction out of me.
“You’ve never not felt any emotions, much less sadness, towards the death of your own family?”
My eyes expanded, and Eclipse smiled, knowing he had me where he wanted me.
“Yes, Gracie, I know what happened. I know that when you were six, you did the unthinkable. I know you killed your parents, your sister, and your brother. You killed them ruthlessly, savagely, and possibly even with a smile on your angelic face. You’ve become nothing short of a prized human in my world because of this. Everyone wants a piece of you. Needless to say, you’re famous.”
“Is that why you’re here?” I asked, at long last breaking out of my silence. “Is that why you say it’s your job to help me fulfill my destiny by turning me into a Demon? Because you think I’m immoral—that I actually killed my family?”
“Think that you killed your family?” There was interest in his eyes with my choice of words. He tilted his head in curiosity. “Are you insinuating that you didn’t?”
“Well,” I began uncomfortably, feeling odd that I was having a conversation about my family’s massacre nearly fifteen years later, “I-I don’t remember.” I fumbled with my words, the very words that had become a mantra to me during the days of my court proceedings. “I don’t remember, but I know—I just know that I didn’t.”
He watched me skeptically, and I quickly went on to defend myself. 
“Look, I know I have sadistic tendencies, but I never took it any further than playing pranks on people and immersing myself in other people’s miseries. I’ve never and will never kill anyone. With my family, even though I don’t feel anything for them, I know I didn’t kill them. I just know I didn’t.”
“You don’t have any memory of what happened that night,” he concluded indifferently. He let out a bored breath. “Very interesting, but of no importance to me.” 
My insides twisted with how he was behaving towards me, like I was a broken record spewing out white noise that didn’t fit in with reality. Breathing heavily, it took all my courage to look up at him and ask something that I truly didn’t want to know the answer to.
“So I really did kill them? You know this for a fact?”
He stared down at me questioningly. “Do you really want to know or is that just a bullshit question that I should fabricate a lie for?”
“Yes,” I replied hesitantly, my eyes pleading for an answer. “Tell me the truth. Did I kill them?”
He regarded me for a long second before saying, “Yes.”
This simple confirmation from the spawn of Satan tilted my world on its axis.
Damn it.
I wasn’t feeling guilty or sad about the new development. It was just that after all these years of denying that I didn’t kill them, it rocked me with how I found out the truth—from a Demon, a supernatural entity himself. Damn. It couldn’t be denied anymore. Like Officer Joo said in the interrogation room: who else could it have been? 
Frustration rose within me while I absorbed all of this. Fuck. My only claim to a sense of normalcy with my “sadistic” tendencies was that I had never physically harmed or killed anyone. Surely killing my entire family ruined my image. I was not only a sadistic person, but I was also a murderer. I was most certainly not normal.
“But I was so small,” I said faintly, still not wanting to admit the truth, “how could I kill everyone?”
“Why act like you care?” he dismissed offhandedly, clearly not a fan of tangents. “We both know you don’t give a damn whether they’re alive or not. There’s no point in faking shock. Deep down, whether or not you were in denial, you knew that it was you. There’s no point in mulling over stuff you don’t really give a damn about. It’s a waste of time.”
I glared at him. Even though he was right about me not giving a damn, I didn’t need him to say it out loud.
“I’m sadistic,” I snapped back, “but that doesn’t mean I have no interest in trying to figure out how the hell I managed to kill my entire family and wound up in the insane asylum in the process.” 
My face was rippling with anger. Yeah, I didn’t care about what happened to them, but I was in a goddamn mental institution for ten years. I deserved to be able to ask questions if I wanted to, and no one, Demon or otherwise, could tell me what to do. 
Mentally chastising himself for upsetting me, Eclipse softened his expression and nodded in apology.
“Look, don’t worry about it, Gracie,” he appeased tactfully, smart enough to know what tone of voice to use to calm the fury inside me. “It happened, you’ve moved on, and the world has moved on. Now bigger and better things have come your way. So how about we focus on the more important things and talk about your future?”
Leave it to the great Demon of Lust to revert us back onto the topic of him persuading me to become a Demon.
“I’m not giving you my soul,” I said with firm resolve. The death of my family and my responsibility for it didn’t impair my judgment. I didn’t give a damn if I was disturbed enough to kill them when I was younger. I may still be slightly disturbed now, but I wasn’t stupid enough to give up my soul to the first Demon who asked for it. 
“What’s the big deal, Gracie?” He was genuinely perplexed with my stubbornness. “You humans place so much emphasis on your souls when it does nothing for you. Why do you want to keep it so badly?”
“Why should I give it up then if it means nothing?” I retorted in a caustic tone, feeling extremely territorial. “Why do you want it so much?”
“Because you cannot become a Demon if you have one,” he countered dryly. Despite his growing impatience, never once did he lose the charm in his voice. “And since I’m trying to turn you into a Demon, I would very much appreciate you not having a soul so I can succeed.”
“Well, my answer remains the same,” I clipped out, no longer wanting to linger on this subject. This conversation was getting nowhere and I was in no mood to have it anymore. How many times did he need to be rejected before he got the point? I swallowed tightly and continued with my efforts to appear brave. “Anyway, I’ve already refused your offer several times. Is this the part where you leave me alone?” 
Clearly biting back a curse at my stubbornness, he closed his eyes in slight annoyance before composing himself. He opened his eyes and looked at me with compromise in his gaze. 
“I’ll tell you what,” he launched in apparent understanding, “I know that this is a lot to ask. It was silly and insensitive on my part to rush this on you and expect you to give a decision right away. As a token of my apology, I’ll give you the night to think it over. I’ll come back tomorrow for your answer. Does that sound fair?”
I wanted to throw a tantrum and ask him why he couldn’t simply leave me alone. I vetoed that idea because I knew that would get me nowhere. 
Maintaining my composure as well, I humored him and asked, “What if my answer is still the same?”
“Then lucky for you, I’m not the type of Demon who likes to take ‘no’ as an answer, Gracie.” He leaned in, giving me a heavenly whiff of his scent before he moved his lips to my ear. His hot breath sent sparks of electricity flying throughout my body when he added, “You should know that Demons are known to be very persuasive creatures. You should also know that if I want something, then I always get it.” 
I felt goose bumps form on my body. I stared at him, tentativeness dwelling in my eyes. “How are you planning to persuade me if I say ‘no’?”
He offered me a slow, dangerous smile that a predator would give to the prey it was certain it would catch. It was a smile that sent chills through my body. He didn’t say anything, but I already knew his answer: he would do whatever it took to persuade me. 
“Have a good night, Gracie,” he bid captivatingly. 
In an instant, he was gone. The only remnant of his existence was the cigarette burning away on my desk.
Left alone in the silence of my bedroom, my widened eyes scanned the room. It continued to baffle my mind that someone could appear and disappear within the blink of an eye. I felt my breath become raggedy. 
Damn it.
I succumbed to the weakening of my legs and listlessly sat down on the cushion of my bed. I stared at my stunned reflection on the window. Behind the glass, I could see the twinkling city vibrating with life. It was a complete contrast to the paleness that had overtaken my face. My heart was racing and the sudden silence I had been left with was not making matters better. How does one process this information gracefully?
Fragmented, my eyes continued to gaze out the window. Though the beauty of the city vista was enthralling, the only thought ruminating through my mind was that it had finally been confirmed: I was the one who killed my own family. 
This revelation should have been mind-blowing because I had been denying it all my life. On the contrary, the confirmation from Eclipse only supplied me with more reasons to feel bitter. I was the one who killed them, and because of this travesty, a Demon was now after me. He had been sent to retrieve my soul—to ultimately bring me to Hell where my soul would burn for the remaining eternity as punishment for my sins against my own family.
Closing my eyes in misery, I buried my face in my palms and felt the wretchedness drown me. 
I had always hated Sunday nights for the simple fact that it was the prelude for the start of another tiring week of school. To my dismay, this particular Sunday night was by far the worst I’d ever had. 
Not knowing what else to do but sleep my misery away, I threw myself onto my pillow, punched it several times, and then allowed the lavishness of slumber to take me away from this shithole of a reality.
I didn’t know it then, but that was one of the last “normal” nights of my life. Even though realizing that Demons existed was scary and meeting Eclipse was scarier, it could never compare to all the horrors that were waiting for me in the future. 
There were bigger things to come, and to this day, I wish I had been more prepared for it.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“But you cannot win against him.”

07: Twist of Luck  
 
I couldn’t sleep a wink that night.
If you had asked me a couple of days ago whether or not I believed in the existence of Demons, I would have diplomatically told you that I didn’t and kindly asked if you did. After that I would have ran to the corner and giggled behind your back for being moronic enough to ask such an improbable question.
Perhaps it was the fact that I was institutionalized when I was a child, so I felt the need as an adult to make up for the years in which people thought I was crazy, but I had always been a rational person. In the war between religion and science, I would always side with science. In the realm of faith and reality, I would bow down to reality. And finally in the bastion of good and evil, I would always find entertainment in the latter. Anything and everything that stepped out of the realm of scientific normalcy was something I strayed far from. So when you considered yourself the sanest and most sensible person alive, and when you’ve been exposed to a Demon like Eclipse, there was no question that the core of your existence would be shaken to its foundation.
This was exactly how I felt all throughout the night and into the next morning . . . 
While my plump middle-aged professor droned on and on in our Financial Markets class about God knows what, I found my mind wandering as I stared out the window and observed the scene before me. Torrents of wind and rain thrashed unto the world outside, showing no mercy to the trees that were swaying every which way. Splatters of rain streaked across the bay windows in my classroom, blocking my view of students running across campus.
As I observed the calamitous weather, I found myself possessed by the rainstorm of my own thoughts. I couldn’t shake this ominous feeling—though it could easily be attributed to feeling overdramatic because I now had a Demon stalking me. I thought about Eclipse’s cryptic reply about me being lucky that he didn’t take “no” for an answer. I knew that Demons were notoriously tricky entities—at least from what I gathered from pop culture, folklores, and religious beliefs. I also knew I shouldn’t take what he said at face value. He was obviously trying to scare me into saying “yes” so he could own my soul. I knew all of this, but the chaos outside wasn’t helping to calm the storm brewing within me. 
I started scribbling all the notes Professor Cho was writing on the board. This was his lecture for the final chapter before we started reviewing for the upcoming exam. As I took my notes, the only thing at the forefront of my mind was that I was fucked up. I couldn’t help but consider my state of affairs and conclude that I—for lack of better words—had gone bonkers. It continued to baffle me that all of this was happening to me. It was as if I was in a movie with a twisted ending where I was crazy. Perhaps I was at a mental institution right now and completely imagining all of this. 
I tentatively pinched myself and sulkily concluded that if I was sane enough to feel pain, then this was reality, not my imagination. Moreover, if I was indeed crazy and imagining everything, I must have been a very dull person. Instead of imagining awesomely fun things, I was imagining myself sitting through an hour of Professor Cho’s boring lectures. Yeah, even a crazy person wouldn’t be boring enough to think of this as her life. 
Life wasn’t that simple. 
I definitely wasn’t crazy. 
Of course, it would be fitting that as soon as I came to that life-changing conclusion, my trigger for another psychotic episode appeared in the nick of time to further muddle with my already screwed up life.
“You humans are such foolish creatures.”
I nearly fell off my chair when I turned and saw the spawn of Satan sitting beside me. 
He wore a long-sleeve white dress shirt with light gray pants. He had one hand suspended over the empty chair beside him and the other hand hung down while holding his cigarette. His back was leaning against the chair while his diamond Rolex flashed my eyes every time he brought the cigarette up to his lips. His head was tilted back to allow the cloud of smoke to lazily escape from his mouth. It was a difficult thing for me to admit, but Eclipse was looking glorious, sinful, and yummy as ever.
“What are you doing here?” I prompted in a whispered hiss, shocked at his sudden appearance in my class and disturbed with my indiscriminate attraction towards him. Positively gorgeous or not, no one bugged me in class. This Demon was not going to be let off the hook just because he was aesthetically pleasing to the eyes. 
I distinctly recalled him saying that his allure was only potent for a person who was weak-willed. With that thought in mind and my pride intact, I exercised some semblance of self-control. I would not allow his ungodly good looks to cloud my judgment. I wasn't an inexperienced human girl who was ignorant to the existence of Demons anymore; I was now an enlightened human girl. I refused to be the same brainless bimbo he first met. 
I was ready for him now. 
I may have been a doormat and a pushover with my fellow human beings, but I was planning to be a force to be reckoned with in relation to Demons. 
First order of business: Get him out of my class.
“This is ridiculous. You have to leave right no—” 
I was in the process of telling him to leave me alone when I suddenly felt stares descend upon me. 
I froze. 
Despite my own frenetic heart instructing me not to, I turned back and stared down the lecture hall. I was thunderstruck to find that all heads were turned up and peering in my direction. The seats around me were unoccupied by their owners who deemed it unnecessary to get out of bed for an 8:00 A.M. class. Because of this, I had the row to myself today. This meant that when people stared up, they were looking at me and only me. 
The worst part was that they were all looking at me like I was some wacko on acid, like they couldn’t see the Demon beside me.
A realization clicked in my mind. It didn’t take me long to grasp the predicament I was in.
Eclipse was invisible. 
I was the only one who could see him. 
This was why everyone was staring at me like I was a looney tune. 
This . . . is not good, I thought glumly just before Professor Cho’s voice interrupted my thoughts. 
“Is there something wrong, Ms. Hwang?” It was obvious by Professor Cho’s voice that he was pissed off at me for disturbing the class. My classmates rarely paid attention to him and he did not appreciate me competing for their attention with my sudden outburst. 
“N-n-no, no, sir,” I stuttered quietly, blushing while I nervously played with my phone. “I-I-I’m sorry. There’s nothing wrong. Please c-c-continue.”
Although I was horrified that everyone heard the peep I made, I was relieved that my classmates were still half-asleep. Instead of thinking I was talking to an imaginary friend, I was sure, by the way they were eyeing the phone in my hands, they assumed that I was having a phone conversation. I never thought I would say this, but thank God this was such a boring class. The Demon beside me was driving me crazy, but I did not need my whole class to see it unfold. 
Casting me a final glare of warning to not be rude again, Professor Cho resumed with his lecture and the lethargic eyes of my classmates shifted away from me. 
I silently fumed to myself from the embarrassment I experienced. I glowered at Eclipse with the utmost hatred. Instead of reacting to the death glare I bequeathed onto him, he casually went on with his thoughts. He leisurely ignored the fact that I looked like a complete nutcase in class and could have been hauled out in a straitjacket. 
“I mean, your lives are so short, yet you spend the majority of your time doing things that you don’t want to do. Going to school when you’d rather travel the world, working at jobs you hate, dealing with people you dislike, and chaining yourselves to lives you detest instead of giving yourselves the freedom to enjoy what's left of your fleeting lives before the end comes.” He smirked, pulling his cigarette away from his lips. He exhaled the smoke before leaning forward onto the desk. He shifted so close to me that I could feel the sexual heat roll off him. Seduction sparkled in his enthralling eyes. “Such a waste of time if you ask me.”
“Why are you here?” I mumbled, this time covering my mouth with my hand to fake a cough. I couldn’t risk garnering attention and getting reprimanded by Professor Cho again. 
He chuckled, amused by my efforts to disguise my response. “Giving you what other humans could only dream of: a chance at a life you’ve always wanted—the world on its knees.” His voice then grew low and serious. He regarded me with an expectant expression. “Have you made your decision, Gracie?”
“It’s nine in the morning!” I hissed under my breath, still covering my mouth to subdue my voice. My glare took on a more venomous quality. “Don’t I at least get a twenty-four-hour deliberation period before you pester me again?” 
“A twenty-four-hour deliberation period would require patience on my part,” he replied, unfazed by my toxicity. A playful glint touched his eyes when he extended a hand out. He placed it over my hand on the table and began to draw lazy circles on my skin. Butterflies warmed up every part of my body. “Patience isn’t one of my virtues, especially when it involves you.”
“This is so inappropriate. This isn’t the time,” I retorted, pulling my hand away from his caress. I was outraged. I couldn’t believe there was a Demon trying to convince me to give him my soul while I was trying to take notes in class. There should be some professional bylaws that prohibited Demons from bothering full-time students while class was in session. It was completely unprofessional and downright rude! 
“It’s time when I say it is,” he countered unyieldingly, his expression faintly unhappy that I pulled my hand away from him.
My own patience trickled away. 
“Fine, you want my answer? The answer is hell no. There. You got your answer. Can you go away now?”
Eclipse laughed, shaking his head while taking another puff of his cigarette.
“You always make bad decisions,” he muttered under his breath, staring wistfully down at the classroom. 
My venomous eyes turned to him in fury. “Excuse me?” 
“The world is in a global recession. Out of all the concentrations to pick, you chose finance? Smart strategic move, Gracie.” I didn’t miss the undercurrent of criticism swimming in his voice. It offended me on all levels. I wasn’t going to get dissed by a Demon without properly defending myself and my choices in life.
“The global economy was fine when I picked my concentration a couple of years ago,” I snarled in defense. I felt like I was talking to my nonexistent parents rather than with a Demon who was trying to seduce me, bed me, and take my soul away from me. I knew he was purposely trying to piss me off because I had just rejected him, but I couldn’t help but defend myself. “It’s not my fault that others screwed up the economy and I’m left to pick up the pieces. If I had known how bad things were going to get, do you really think I would have chosen this?”
He blew out a knowing sigh before carelessly saying, “You should’ve been an accountant.”
“I don’t want to be an accountant!” 
“I’m sorry, Ms. Hwang, am I interrupting your phone call?!” 
Professor Cho’s angry voice came into the mix, causing me to freeze in horror. 
Beside me, Eclipse gave me the “you-should’ve-reacted-more-quietly” look. I knew I should’ve been thankful Professor Cho was under the impression that I was having a conversation on the phone as opposed to one with an invisible Demon. I should’ve been relieved, but I didn’t feel that lucky. 
“I-I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I’m done,” I stuttered shamefully. My cheeks turned a million shades of red as I kept my head down. I had always been shy and introverted; so anytime I received this type of negative public attention, I found it difficult to keep eye contact. Needless to say, I had never wanted class to end sooner.
Once Professor Cho resumed his lecture, I tried to ignore Eclipse for the remainder of class. I was livid and wanted nothing more than to give him a big piece of my angry mind. Alas, there was a time and a place for everything. A college classroom was not the place to berate a troublemaking Demon.
Eclipse did not make my endeavor to ignore him easy. He wanted my attention and he would do just about anything to get it. 
“I could turn him into a toad for you.”
“Don’t you dare,” I snapped at him long moments later. 
Flipping through the pages of the textbook to make my notecards, I hoped Eclipse got the point that I was angry with him. I came to discover that he actually thought I was quiet because I was too afraid of Professor Cho to make another peep. I imagined he didn’t like how Professor Cho spoke to me and embarrassed me in class. Truthfully, I didn’t like being embarrassed either. Regardless, I didn’t need a Demon to turn my professor into a toad, considering it was his fault I got in trouble in the first place. 
With a sigh of adherence to my order, Eclipse slouched in his seat in boredom. From the corner of my eye, I could see him watching me as I scribbled the new concepts onto my flashcards to study later. 
“I really hoped that you would agree to give me your soul.” His voice was filled with disappointment, like I had done something wrong. 
“Well, I didn’t,” I mumbled. I did not bother to look up at him. I was too afraid Professor Cho would catch me and put me on blast again.
“I didn’t want to do what I’m about to do.”
My heart stopped. 
“What?” I asked, finally lifting my head up to face him with startled eyes. The seriousness of his voice frightened all the molecules that made me human. “What are you going to do to me?”
Eclipse glanced at my notecards and gave me an apologetic smile. Just as Professor Cho ended class and announced he was going to pass out the graded projects we turned in several weeks back, Eclipse was gone. 
I was suddenly left to drown in a vortex of fear and uncertainty with his absence. 
The memory of what he said the night prior replayed in my mind: “You should know that Demons are known to be very persuasive creatures. You should also know that if I want something, then I always get it.”
What was he going to do? What was he going to do to me? 
The answer to that question came in the form of the biggest calamity I could imagine.
Strutting up to my row with a stack of projects he had graded, Professor Cho mindlessly slipped mine onto my desk. My world crashed all around me when I saw my paper and the blasphemous grade on it: F.
I couldn’t breathe. 
I just couldn’t breathe.    
My eyes were nearly bulging out of my sockets in disbelief.
What was this?
What the fuck was this?
I did not care about many things in life. However, I took matters pertaining to my academic career very seriously. I had never seen any letter on my grade report other than an A. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw the F. I mean, I wasn’t even one of those jerks who didn’t need to study to get good grades! I wasn’t that intellectually inclined. I studied my butt off and worked hard to earn my A’s. 
This was why I couldn’t fathom the F on my paper. 
Oh my God.
I knew who was behind this.
Eclipse.
That evil Demon just gave me an F!
“Professor Cho, there’s a mistake!” I shouted like I had just witnessed a murder. “This is a mistake!” 
I stood up indignantly, watching as my classmates began to scan over their projects in an expectant manner, accepting that the grade on their paper reflected their efforts. It was only me. It was only me who received the grade she didn’t deserve. Normally, I would be too spineless to stand up for myself, but this was my grade—my future! I couldn’t leave class without getting it corrected. 
I gaped down at Professor Cho, finally making eye contact with him. He stood five rows below me, staring at me in nonchalance.
“Professor Cho! Please, sir. You gave me the wrong grade.”
“No, Ms. Hwang,” Professor Cho replied airily, clearly expecting me to react this way. He finished passing out the last of the projects to my fellow classmates before turning his full attention to me. “This is no mistake. The objective of the project was to find fifteen real-life examples that would be applicable to the concepts that were taught in the curriculum. In addition to the writing portion, there were also mathematical equations and graphs that accounted for 70% of the grade. You’ve not only neglected to give any applicable real-life examples, but you’ve also answered every single equation wrong.”
I feverishly scanned through my project in dismay. I thought I was about to have an aneurysm when I saw that my project was the crappiest project I had ever seen. My explanations and written responses not only sucked, but my numerical equations—all in my own handwriting—were all incorrect. Everything was wrong. Sadly, the irony of this entire thing was that if given the opportunity right now, I could easily solve all the equations without breaking a sweat!
“Professor Cho, can we please just talk about this—?”
“Truthfully, Ms. Hwang,” Professor Cho interrupted rudely, “I was surprised at your project. You’re usually so on point with your work. Alas, after seeing your behavior today, perhaps if you spent less time talking on the phone in class, then your next project won’t be as . . . disappointing.”
I clamped my mouth shut, feeling like Professor Cho had slapped me with his chiding comment. I sadly watched him turn away from me and exit the classroom. I realized now that any argument for the betterment of my grade was futile because I finally saw the big picture.
Eclipse appeared in this class on purpose. He wanted me to talk to him and make it appear as if I was being a bad student and slacking off in class. He planned all of this, probably knowing that Professor Cho would be more inclined to work with me to help resolve the issue of my grade if I was quiet in class all day. Since I “disturbed” class twice, I was on Professor Cho’s bad side, thereby meaning that this grade on my report was no longer negotiable. It was permanent.
Eclipse. Fucking Eclipse did this. 
Mortified with my grade and embarrassed to be standing in class with my peers who all probably got better grades than me, I dejectedly gathered my things, deposited them into my bag, and ran down the stairs in my white heels like I was a cheetah on steroids. 
I had to find Eclipse. I couldn’t let him get away with doing this to me. He had to fix this. 
I was already rehearsing in my mind a bunch of things I wanted to dramatically say to him: from cursing at him, to telling him I hated him, to telling him he was the most horrible person in the world. There were many scenarios playing in my head, but all of it came to a screeching halt when, while running down the stairs, I somehow missed a step and—
“Ahhhhhhh!”
I lost my balance and felt my body fly in the air before landing face-first onto the ground with a loud plop!

During my odyssey of falling from grace, I scraped my knees over the carpet and accidentally flung my bag across the room. The fall unleashed my wallet, phone, and monthly womanly essentials all throughout the room. A collective gasp reverberated in my class. Several of my classmates ran over to me and helped me up. 
While slowly sitting up to ease the black spots from my vision, several of my other classmates kindly helped gather my fallen items and put them back into my bag. I was thankful for how nice many of them were. I was also grateful the fall did not cause the lavender baby doll dress I wore to come up to my butt. The last thing I needed was to flash my thong to my male classmates. I wanted to thank God for that, but I had a feeling Eclipse, being as possessive as he was, wouldn’t allow any part of my body—much less my butt—to be showcased to anyone but himself. This was the primary reason why I knew, I just knew, he was behind all of this. 
Needless to say, as my classmates handed me my bag and helped me stand up, I was too mortified to stay in class any longer. They were all nice, but I knew what they were thinking: “That’s what she gets for wearing heels and running in them. What an idiot.” Too embarrassed to be in the classroom any longer, I thanked everyone and sped out of class. 
The only thought in my mind was that I wanted to kill that goddamn Demon of Lust!
“Eclipse! Eclipse, where the hell are you, you mean, mean person?!” I hissed, running into the girl’s bathroom in search of him. 
In scary movies, the bad guy always hid in the bathroom stall while the beautiful, victimized girl was staring into the mirror broodingly, wondering to herself how she came upon this misfortune in her life. I figured since it appeared that I was the beautiful, victimized girl in this scenario, the perfect place to look for the bad guy was the girls’ bathroom. Unfortunately for me, my life was not written as the script of a cliché scary movie. 
Eclipse was not standing in the bathroom and waiting for me as I had anticipated.
Wanting to make sure I was thorough (and pissed off enough to take out my anger on inanimate objects), I dramatically kicked down all the stall doors to ensure that the devious Demon wasn’t hiding and laughing at me for not being able to find him. 
My first mistake was kicking down the doors with my heels on because I pulled my leg muscle in the process. My second mistake was kicking the door down to the last stall because there was someone inside—it just wasn’t the Demon I was looking for. It was some random girl using the bathroom for official toilet business.
“Ahhhh!” she screamed when the stall door flashed open, giving me the shock of my life. She covered her eyes in fear that I was going to beat the living daylights out of her. 
“Oh my God! I am so sorry!” I cried in apology, nearly falling over when the stall door creaked in a pendulum motion, still reeling from the momentum of my kick. 
Beyond stunned, I thanked the fates that she was covering her eyes so that she didn’t see my face. With several mutterings of apologies and several bows of regret for the trauma I bequeathed unto her, I ran my ass out of the bathroom. 
Holy shit, holy shit.
I couldn’t believe I had just done that. 
Afraid that the newly victimized girl would come after me with the authorities, I accelerated my running speed. I sped through the thinning traffic of students in the business school building like a neurotic bat out of Hell. I had planned on going into another girls’ bathroom to search for Eclipse. However, when I saw the clock read 9:35 A.M., my eyes expanded in dismay. 
My Entrepreneurial Finance class had started at 9:30. Professor Post was notorious for marking off points for students who were tardy to class. Alarm whipped through me. Screw finding Eclipse! I had to get to class. 
Making a vengeful mental note to deal with the evil Demon later, I was already running out the door when—
Whooooosh! 
“Oh! Oh my frigging flying pigs!” I shrieked once I was greeted with the thrashing of rain and wind. 
With the rainstorm attacking my face and completely soaking my clothes, I struggled to dig an umbrella from my bag. I whipped it out with the intention of protecting myself against the rain. I didn’t even get an opportunity to use it when a big gust of wind came and turned the umbrella inside out, rendering it useless.
“Are you kidding me?” I cried out, wanting to break the umbrella apart. I groaned to myself and continued to fight through the rain. I ran with the sorry-excuse-for-an-umbrella flapping around uselessly while I did my best to maneuver onto the sidewalk. I was thinking that my day couldn’t get any worse when a car came speeding by, conveniently running over a puddle of newly formed mud water.
Splash!
I was drenched. 
I was completely drenched from head to toe. 
Muddy filth dripped down my hair, tattooed my once beautiful dress, and polluted my once flawless white heels. 
I felt like shit and as much as I hated to admit it, I looked like shit as well.
I hate my life. 
Crestfallen while wind and rain continued to inundate me with their wickedness, I glumly picked up my feet and continued onwards to class. My lower lip quivered as I tried not to think about how ugly and pathetic I looked. 
“I hate you. I hate you so much,” I whispered as Eclipse’s flawless face crossed my mind. 
Ironically, the only part of me that was utterly void of mud was my F-paper. Sparkly clean with no blemish whatsoever, this cursed project of mine was the only thing that continued to beam with pride as I miserably trudged all the way to class. 
My mind cursed the Demon for the hell he was putting me through. I knew it even then that Eclipse was just getting started. My horrible day was far from over.
●●●
 
Bad luck followed me the entire day.
In classes, my professors seemed to have an affinity for picking on me to answer the hardest questions that no undergraduate student would be able to answer. They also had a habit of calling me up to complete equations in class that I just couldn’t solve because I wasn’t frigging Albert Einstein. They made me feel like an idiot, and to their credit, they succeeded; I had never felt more incompetent in my life. To make matters worse, I couldn’t for the life of me control the coordination of my own two feet! 
Throughout the day, I couldn’t stop falling on my face, tripping on my feet, and slipping on my butt. I had acquired so many bruises that one would think I had just came back from a battle in World War III. Big gushes of wind were also unleashed my way, causing discarded soda cans, candy wrappers, and big ugly bugs to come flying at my face. Ew much? 
I was granted reprieve when I went to work at the library. I couldn’t imagine what else Eclipse could have in store for me for the remainder of the day, but I was thankful to be away from the rain and away from flying objects that could attack my face. I was relieved initially, but the greeting I received once I walked into work was making me think twice about my supposed “relief.” 
“Grace! What on earth happened to you?!” 
Sitting at the front of the circulation desk with her jaw hung low and her eyes gaping at me from above the library’s flat-screen computer monitor was Ara. 
Aside from being my mentor and buddy at school, Ara was also the reason why I got the job as a student assistant at the graduate library of my university. Having worked at the library throughout her undergraduate years, Ara was promoted to student supervisor and was in charge of managing the student assistants. Since she knew that I was looking for a job to kill time and to make some extra money, Ara encouraged me to apply for the job. She said that the patrons here (being students as well) were easy to deal with. The majority spent their time studying and very rarely bothered anyone. She also said that during the slow times, we were also allowed to study and do homework. That tidbit was all that it took to convince me to apply and sure enough, with Ara’s highest recommendation to the hiring manager, I was offered the student assistant job right after my interview.  
Judging from her waning excited demeanor, I imagined she wanted to gossip with me about her day. After seeing my unkempt appearance, gossiping seemed to be the last thing on her mind.
“Bad day,” I replied sullenly, aware of how hideous I must have looked to receive that type of reaction from Ara. She normally gushed over my sense of style. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
After being submerged in filthy crap all day, I embarrassingly went to class and endured countless stares from bewildered classmates. I honestly never wanted to crawl under a hole and die more in my life. Once class was finally over, I ran to the bathroom and did my best to clean up. It was futile because the mud stains seemed to have been mixed with industrial strength super-glue. No matter how hard I scrubbed, the vast majority of the mud still clung to me, hanging on me like leeches hell-bent on making sure I experienced nothing but embarrassment for the duration of the day. 
I had no time to go home to change because I was too responsible to ditch my obligations to school and work. After seeing Ara’s reaction, I was beginning to hate myself for being so responsible and dependable. If there was a day to be selfish and ditch my responsibilities, today was it.
Nodding her head while students passed us by, staring at me like I was a hobo off the street, Ara was considerate enough to adhere to my wish to not talk about it. 
She angled her head towards the stacks of books on the rolling cart behind her. “I was going to stack the books back in their place when you came in, but I could watch the front desk. Do you want to go to the back and categorize them instead? You can just stay there and make sure all the books are in order until your shift is over.”
I smiled appreciatively at her, grateful that I didn’t have to sit up front like I usually did during my shifts. With a whispered thanks and an air hug to her, I quickly ran to the cart. I wheeled the cart away in haste so that no one else would see me in this awful state. Anger returned to me when the stupid cheap cart wouldn’t stop squealing as I moved towards the row of bookshelves in the back. Students who were studying stared at me with gaping eyes. Fortunately, I was able to escape quickly and get lost in the back before anyone else could look up from their books and judge me for my unfortunate appearance.
Finally. I’m finally alone. 
While standing on a ladder and categorizing books into the correct order, I felt peace settle upon me. I was grateful that I’d be able to hide my unkempt appearance from the rest of the library patrons until my shift was over. I only had to hold out for a little while longer before I could go home, shower, and end my horrible day on a somewhat relaxing note.
“Gracie . . .”
The sound of his voice ruined my momentary serenity.
Fury blazed in my eyes when I looked down and saw him beside me. Standing on the steps of the ladder, my petite 5’2” height was elevated to the point where I was actually slightly taller than his 6-foot frame. Because of this slight height advantage, it made me feel like a big, bad monster compared to him.
“You,” I snarled, baring my teeth at him. 
After a long day of cursing his name and rehearsing in my mind all the things I wanted to scream at him, I couldn’t believe that when the actual opportunity arose for me to give him a piece of my mind, all that I could come up with was, “You.”  
It was anticlimactic, but I was too angry. I couldn’t even string together the words to scream at him!
“Oh, come on, Gracie,” he replied, already knowing what I was so upset about. Smoke escaped from his lips when he said this. He was still dressed in the same outfit I saw him in earlier and he looked as spiffy and polished as ever. Such perfection made me angrier because it only reminded me of my disheveled appearance. “It’s not that big of a deal.”
“An F!” I shrieked, nearly falling off the ladder. He spent the whole day screwing up my luck and he had the audacity to make it seem like I was overreacting? I picked up the cursed project and waved it in his face. “You gave me an F! Do you know how hard I worked on this project? I pulled three all-nighters for it!” 
I angrily threw the project on the floor and plowed on with my rant, scowling at him with fire in my eyes. 
“Not only that, you also tortured me by making me trip the entire day!” My lips quivered when I gestured at my overall outer appearance. “And you had a car drive by and splash mud all over me. Look at me! I look like a pig who rolled around in mud all day!”  
Although a hint of guilt splashed across his face when I mentioned the mud incident, it wasn’t enough to throw him over the edge with remorse.  
“Trust me, Gracie. It could be worse,” he placated soothingly, helping me categorize the books by picking up some hardcovers from the rolling cart and putting them in the correct order on the lower shelves.
“Nothing seems worse than my bleak future,” I replied resentfully, grabbing the books from him. I didn’t need him to pretend to be nice to me when he was the one making me miserable in the first place.
“You’re being horribly overdramatic,” he went on calmly. He stared up at me, inhaling the last of his diminishing cigarette before flicking it into a nearby trashcan. He then vested his full attention on me. “You have no idea the things other Demons would do to persuade humans into giving up their souls. The vast majority are heartless, uncaring of the welfare of the humans they are after. All they care about is making you so miserable that you want nothing more than to end it and beg for them to take your soul. As far as I’m concerned, what I’m doing isn’t even remotely close to the type of misery I could bring upon you.” 
“It doesn’t matter if it could be worse,” I snapped, not having any of it. I would not let him feel better about himself by making it seem like he was the lesser of two evils. “The point is that none of this would be happening if it wasn’t for your interference in my life.”
“Give me your soul and I’ll stop everything at once,” he countered, his voice stern. “I won’t worsen anything.”
“Go to Hell!”
“I know it may not seem like it, but I’m suffering just as much as you are,” he whispered, noting the unforgiving daggers in my eyes. “All you have to do is agree and both our miseries can end.”
I gaped at him dryly. “How are you suffering as much as me?”
A disbelieving expression spread over his face. He looked at me as though it should be obvious why he would be miserable. 
“I know that this may come as a surprise to you, Gracie, but I do have responsibilities. I’m actually a very busy Royal Demon. Since I’m trying not to kill you, I have to dim myself, thereby making me less powerful than I actually am. I can handle stepping out of my Kingdom for you because I look forward to being around you. Nevertheless, as I’m sure you’ve figured out from my cocky personality, I happen to like my powers. I do not appreciate still being a Dimmed Demon just because you’re stubborn. So yes, I’m suffering as much as you, and I would very much appreciate you ending this misery for us by just saying ‘yes’ to me.”
“I’m not giving you my soul, you evil Demon!” I shouted, wishing that I could jump off the ladder and kick him. “I hope you’re suffering a lot because I’ve never been this miserable in my life. I’m going to keep my soul and I will enjoy watching you suffer without your powers just to spite you. I don’t care what you do or how you try to convince me, I’m not giving you anything!”
He laughed self-mockingly, shaking his head at my stubbornness. 
“God help me. It would make sense that I’m cursed with you, Gracie,” he muttered sourly to himself. “How can a human girl be this stubborn?”
“How can an all-powerful Demon be this thickheaded and stupid as to pick on a poor, innocent girl?”
He looked at me blankly when I described myself as “innocent.” 
“You murdered your own family when you were six,” he deadpanned.
I glared at him, furious that he'd low-blow me with a crime I committed when I was barely old enough to remember it. 
“I really hate you right now. I hope you know it.”
He smiled in disappointment at my retort. Knowing that any further interaction with me at the current time would be futile, he yielded with his efforts. 
“I think it’s best if I leave you alone now, Gracie.”
I appraised him suspiciously. Something in the way he said that made me uncomfortable in the most chilling of ways. He was up to something. 
“Why?” I inquired. My alert eyes locked with his. “What are you planning to do to me now?”
He gave me one of the most innocent expressions I had ever seen in my life. It could have melted the heart of the most evil witch. Other girls would see this and fall head over heels for him, but I knew better. An innocent expression from Eclipse did not mean reassurance—it meant trouble. 
True to my assumption, without warning, Eclipse casually lifted his right hand. He rested the palm of his hand flat against the shelf, and to my horror, gave the towering bookshelf the single most powerful push I had ever seen.
Oh no.
As the gigantic bookshelf began to tilt, adhering to his very will for it to no longer stand its ground, Eclipse gave me an apologetic smile and disappeared into thin air, leaving me to deal with the chaos to come. 
Shit.
Horror clutched me as I watched everything in slow motion.
Oh shit.
Boom!
Boom!
Boom!
Shelf after shelf fell upon one another like dominos, thundering to the ground as a tsunami of books splashed across the carpet with the fervor of wet paint. The sound was destructive and utterly attention grabbing. An ominous silence followed, along with a cloud of dust mirroring that of an atomic bomb. The destruction may have been done, but the aftermath was just beginning.
“Oh my God!”
“What the hell?”
“Holy crap!”
Students who were seated at the study tables ran to the area of the crime. In synchronization, their widened eyes laid on the carnage. A myriad of books laid on one another, shrouding the carpet in disarray. Their eyes skimmed over the gigantic shelves piled on top of the other, the dust that clouded the air, and finally, in perfect harmony, all eyes in the library landed on me. 
Standing on the ladder, trembling with a book that I was about to categorize onto the shelf, my own eyes were wide with shock and disbelief. 
“Grace!” Ara shouted, running in from the circulation desk in her black dress. Her eyes expanded at the catastrophe before her. She looked up at me, floored by the mayhem. “Grace! What the hell happened?” 
I could feel the silence and accusatory stares rest upon me and my answer. 
In desperation, I muttered the only thing that came to my congested mind at that humiliating and fucked up moment.
“I-I sneezed.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“You were never created to survive against him.”

08: To Vanquish a Demon  
 
“Someone help! There’s a Demon after me!”
After roughly five hours of all the library employees working together to clean up the mess I created (or more like the mess Eclipse created), I had never wanted to scream out a string of words more in my entire life. Every time my coworkers gave me death glares, I wanted to scream out, “You don’t understand! It’s not me. It’s Eclipse. It’s the Demon of Lust. He caused this mess. He’s after me!”
Eclipse’s hasty departure made complete sense to me now. He didn’t want to deal with the aftermath of a woman’s scorn, and let me tell you, I was pissed off. I wanted to get rid of him. This was what was running through my mind when work was over. I bid a swift goodbye to Ara, dashed off campus in hysteria, and ran into a cathedral shrieking what I wanted to say in the library.
“Someone help! There’s a Demon after me!”
A small bout of relief soothed me as soon as I stepped in the cathedral. I felt better screaming my message out in the cathedral because it was the only safe place for me to be. My momentary relief abruptly ended when I realized that I had barged into the cathedral with a soon-to-be bride and groom in the middle of their wedding rehearsal. 
With my hair drenched from rain, my clothes cloaked with remnants of mud, and my eyes as wide as saucers, I stared back at the bride and groom standing at the altar. Their eyes were large with shock while their friends and family gaped at me in the same horror. Though I hadn’t interrupted an actual wedding, I still felt crappy. Surely the memory of some psycho running into your wedding rehearsal, looking like she could shoot everyone at any given moment, wasn’t something you wanted to relive when you recounted your wedding memories. 
Good going, Grace, I thought scathingly. 
I contemplated suicide by bashing my head against the pews. I was mortified. I thought about the embarrassment I went through today, and I wanted nothing more than to run outside, sit down in a puddle, and throw a tantrum like a spoiled child. I simply wanted my horrible luck to end. Fortunately, before one of those ridiculous options became a feasible choice, I caught sight of a lurking Father. 
He popped out of the corner and approached me with a fearful expression on his face. His apprehensive and shaky demeanor told me that he must have been a rookie—a newbie Priest. He was not fully equipped to be dealing with a crazy person while in the presence of so many witnesses.
“What’s wrong? What was that you screamed out?” he asked gently, herding me away from the main cathedral. He took me to the back and spoke to me in the hallway.
I thought about telling him, “Father, please help me! An insanely gorgeous Demon is after my soul and making me accident-prone while giving me bad grades in the process!”
I vetoed that idea because of the idiocy in that sentence alone. 
In lieu of that, I said, “Father! I am a religiously curious agnostic who is looking to find salvation in a house of worship. I was wondering if you could give me a Bible and holy water to start off my spiritual exploration.”
Eager to kick me out because I frightened the bride and groom (and I imagined him as well), the Priest quickly gave me what I needed. I gave him a bow of gratitude and was off in a flash, sloshing through the ravenous rain with a Bible and a bottle of holy water in hand. 
After a refreshing shower, I immediately got dressed and went online to research all the possible ways to ward off a Demon. I took notes on all the commonly used methods to get rid of a Demon and rushed to a local store. I purchased the supplies I needed: two big packs of salt and a six-inch wooden cross. Some of the online tipsters stated that throwing holy water and reading scriptures from the Bible should do the trick. If that didn’t work, they also suggested that I hammer a big cross on my door to prevent Demons from coming in. To be safe, in case I was dealing with an incredibly powerful Demon—which I was—they also suggested that I stand inside a big salt circle to further protect myself. It all sounded ridiculous, but I was extremely desperate. I would have stood on one leg with a finger up my nose and hopped for hours on end if it meant that would get rid of the Demon.
After hammering the cross over my “999” apartment number, I ran back into my living room. With my black heels clacking about, I moved the sofas to one corner in order to form a big circle of salt around myself. I held the Bible and bottle of holy water in my hands and waited inside my protective salt circle. My eyes shifted all around my bright but eerily quiet apartment. Anxiety plagued me as my heart raced without signs of slowing down. I was deathly nervous. I really hoped Eclipse would appear soon so I could vanquish him and get on with my life. I still had homework and studying to do!
After roughly fifteen minutes of waiting, I started to become restless. My scraped up knees were beginning to ache and I was becoming more and more anxious about completing my schoolwork. I decided to step out of the circle with the intention of grabbing my books and doing some homework while I waited for Eclipse’s arrival. I barely made it out of the salt formation when the Demon materialized right before my eyes. 
“Oh my flyin—!” 
I gasped at his sudden appearance and hopped back over the salt circle. Once inside, I gave him my most ferocious scowl. 
One of his hands was tucked in his pocket while the other was holding his cigarette. Curiosity marked his features as he evaluated me and my salt circle. His cool brown eyes trailed from my Bible, to the bottle of holy water in my grasp, and then back to me again.
“If I didn’t know better,” he voiced lazily, walking around the salt circle with ease. He never once touched the salt and he never once attempted to cross over it. “I’d think you’ve just declared war against me, Gracie.”
There was amusement in his velvety smooth voice. I would go as far as saying that he thought it was cute that I was trying to vanquish him. 
Bastard.
I’ll show him cute.
“Stay back, Demon!” I shouted dramatically, trying to steady my quivering lips every time he stepped closer to the salt. He never once touched it, but he was still too dangerously close for comfort. “I don’t want to hurt you, but you’ve forced my hand with all those things you did to me today.” I held the Bible and holy water tight in my grasp. “Now I will give you one more chance to leave me alone or else I’ll have no choice but to hurt you.”
“You do realize,” he stated randomly, his attention focused on the salt and not on me, “that you’re going to have a hard time getting all that salt out of the carpet, don’t you?”
“That . . . that’s what vacuums are for,” I answered distractedly, not expecting him to bring up the cleanliness issue of attempting to vanquish him. I was thrown for a moment before I got back on topic. “N-now just stay back! Just stay away from me.”
“You don’t have a vacuum, Gracie.”
My God, could this Demon make this vanquishing attempt anymore awkward?
“That’s a problem that can easily be resolved,” I replied awkwardly. “I will promptly purchase one after this is all over.” 
He tilted his head at me. A sliver of hurt penetrated his once cool eyes. “You really have the heart to vanquish me?”
He was looking at me like I was the one who wronged him, like he couldn’t believe how hurtful I was being to him.
“You’re torturing me!” I retorted, outraged that he was acting so innocent.
“I gave you an F, made you a bit clumsy, and allowed some mud to splash all over you,” he amended, speaking to me as if I was an overdramatic drama queen, “and for that, you want to vanquish me?”
“You . . . you will not guilt me into feeling bad,” I responded clumsily. Hastily, I added, “Your existence itself is a sin. I’ll be doing everyone a favor if I got rid of you.”
His entertained chuckle filtered in the air. “The irony of this conversation is too funny to not laugh at.”
“Seriously, please stay away from me, Eclipse,” I implored, trying to steady my voice. The truth was that I really didn’t want to vanquish him. I only wanted to be left alone; I only wanted my life to be normal again. “Please? Can you please go bother someone else? I promise I’ll let you live if you leave me alone.”
He shook his head. This time, his eyes pulsed with conviction.
“That’s not possible, Gracie.” His tone was firm and unyielding. “I don’t want anyone else but you. Since we’ve reached this bridge, either you vanquish me or you deal with me because I’m not giving up on you.” 
Then without notice, he stepped over the salt formation.
Oh shit!
I went into panic mode because he wasn’t supposed to be able to come near me when I was attempting to vanquish him!
Shit! Shit! Shit!
“Get away from me!”
Freaking out, my mind went into overdrive. I did the first instinctive thing I could think of to stop him in his tracks: I splashed the holy water at him.  
To my horror, when the water hit his face, it did not start burning his skin like acid. The droplets of water dripped normally down his face, doing absolutely no harm to him. This sight in itself didn’t cause the paranoia to give way inside of me. On the contrary, it was the sight of Eclipse’s heavily irritated face that scared the hell out of me. 
With rivulets of holy water dripping from his face, Eclipse spat out the holy water that had gotten into his mouth. He groaned to himself about how his favorite shirt had gotten wet and how bad the water tasted. It was clear that he did not appreciate me drenching him, and it was very clear that I had not only managed to annoy a Demon, but I also managed to piss one off in the process.
“That,” he snarled, his eyes turning ferocious as he shook the holy water off his hands, “was a big mistake, Gracie.” 
A low, angry growl emitted from the depths of his chest. He furiously wiped the water from his face, splashing it onto my apartment floor. Without another word, he advanced towards me in the manner a lion would when it was ready to kill its prey. 
My terrified eyes expanded. 
Holy crap, holy crap! He was going to kill me!
I had no idea what to do. The cross didn’t keep him out, the circle of salt failed to keep him away from me, and the holy water did little to dissuade him from coming after me. If anything, it only managed to piss him off more.
Appalled by the dilemma I found myself in, my mind started to curse at all the stupid internet instructions that did not even remotely assist in helping me vanquish the damn Demon.
Freaking delusional internet liars! 
My mind was spinning. I was scared shitless when I turned to my Bible for help. The sucky thing about my last course of action was that I didn’t know what to do with the Bible! 
I realized in my state of frenzy that I had no idea what verses to read in order to vanquish a Demon. My eyes couldn’t focus on the small print because I was freaking out that the murderous Demon was getting closer and closer to me! Panicking because the overwhelming fear had somehow made me illiterate, I decided to take advantage of the Bible’s thickness and hurled the holy book at the Demon. 
I followed up that idiotic move by throwing what was left of the holy water at him and screaming out the only thing I could think of: “The power of Christ compels you!” 
“Bloody hel—!” 
The Bible knocked against Eclipse’s forehead with a loud thud, earning a round of curses from the Demon before the remainder of the holy water grazed his face again. 
“Ah, damn it!” Eclipse groaned. “I’ve always hated how needlessly fat those Bibles are!”
Eclipse rubbed his forehead as the Bible fell to the salt-covered ground. After muttering another growl, he locked his irate eyes on me. “You’re going to pay for this, Gracie.”
I cowered away and whimpered my surrender. I was about to cover my eyes to prepare for death when something odd happened. Eclipse was a breath away from grabbing me when his once fierce face contorted in unexpected pain. 
Huh?
All of a sudden, the once harmless rivulets of water that adorned his face started sizzling relentlessly. Unable to withstand the pain, Eclipse abruptly collapsed to the floor. Groans of agony saturated the room as he crouched over the salt formation, clutching his head.
“Augggh!” 
I covered my mouth and stared in shock. 
What . . . was happening?
The scent of sulfur and burning flesh filled my nose. Seconds later, countless strings of smoke began to rise from Eclipse’s shaking body. Every part of him that was drenched with holy water began to sizzle like acid on his flesh.
“Ahhhh!” 
The tortured scream that emitted from Eclipse was the single most horrible thing I had ever heard. It was so agonizing that I felt my own body tremble in pain; it was so powerful by nature that his roar alone caused the entire apartment to quake violently. 
Boom!
The impact of the quake nearly knocked me over before I grounded my feet to the floor. With my heart beating out of my chest, I continued to stare at Eclipse, who was still groaning in excruciating pain. The louder he screamed, the more powerful the tremors overtaking the apartment became. It felt as though the entire world beneath us could feel his pain and was outraged by this abomination.
Bam!
If the earthquake-like effects consuming my apartment weren’t terrifying enough, at that exact point in time, the windows to my apartment burst open on their own accord. The storm of the night torpedoed into my living room with unmatched force. The powerful gust ravaged my apartment, blowing papers, salt, and a slew of other objects around like we were in the midst of a tornado.
“Ahhh!” 
My screams were muffled after I covered my face to protect myself against the windstorm. Through the gaps between my fingers, I peeked out at Eclipse. 
He laid at the epicenter of all this pandemonium.
He continued to shake and groan in agony. It was so horrible, so heart-wrenching to hear. I normally enjoyed other people’s miseries, but I did not enjoy his. I hated listening to Eclipse scream in absolute agony. I do not want him to be in pain. I squeezed my eyes shut. I wanted to cover my ears to block out his horrible screams. As soon as that thought crossed my mind, his pained groans ceased and abrupt silence spread throughout the room.
Bewilderment clutched me.
What was happening?
I slowly opened my eyes. I gazed at the area where Eclipse had been crouching. My eyes enlarged when I discovered that Eclipse was no longer there. 
My confused eyes surveyed the living room. Although the windows remained open, the violent wind was no longer thrashing, the ground had stopped shaking, and the room was no longer filled with screams. The chaos had left with Eclipse. 
I slowly unveiled my face from my hands. My stunned gaze swept over the carnage-infested living room. 
Oh my flying pig. What the hell just happened?
I placed a hand over my trembling heart. It took me a while to calm myself down. Once the shock passed, I belatedly grasped something groundbreaking: I had won. 
I had successfully vanquished a Demon. 
I didn’t even understand what I had done to successfully win this battle. My only thought was that it worked. 
It worked! I got rid of the Demon! 
I was so deliriously happy that I couldn’t help but play with the thought that I could perhaps make a profitable living out of this. Grace Hwang, the Demon Slayer! I was ready to cheer in glory and fantasize about the possibility of my own TV show. It wasn’t until I felt a pair of arms wrap around my waist that I froze. The strong arms pulled me back against a hard awaiting chest. Seconds later, I felt a pair of familiar lips glide along my right ear, biting it teasingly while sending shivers of pleasure up my spine.
“Do I get a treat for that award-worthy performance?” the familiar sexy voice purred, skillfully nibbling on my ear, nearly causing me to faint from all the pleasure.
I wanted to cry when I processed that I was back in the arms of the spawn of Satan.
Eclipse was back. 
“Y-you’re supposed to be vanquished!” I cried stupidly, fighting to get out of his grasp. My efforts were futile because he only held on tighter, nearly driving me crazy with his lips on my ear. “Stop it! Let go!”
With a warm chuckle, Eclipse showed me mercy by pulling his tempting lips away and loosening his grip. He allowed me to pull free, but he did not let me get far. With every retreating step I took from him, he would follow me with his own step of advancement. The cat and mouse game came to an end when I crashed into a wall.
My escape plan foiled, I glared at him in disbelief. My mind was whirling in mystification. “How could the holy water not work? I got it from the church!”
“Holy water, Bible verses, and crosses,” Eclipse began nonchalantly, his body moving closer and closer to me, “as uncomfortable and uneasy as they make me, are not enough to affect a Demon of my caliber.” He gifted me with a smile that was shrouded with wicked sensuality. He further backed me into the wall, casually crowding me with his hot and tempting body. “You would need more powerful things to affect me.”
“Why did you make me believe it worked then?” I asked, making it sound more like a whine than I would have liked it to be. I did my best to ignore how close our bodies were.
Eclipse lazily lifted his hands and placed them on my hips. Sparks of electricity swam up my body from the points where he touched me. To make matters worse, the sparks of electricity magnified in intensity when he pressed his forehead against mine. His eyes became more potent with desire. 
“Because you looked adorable as hell when you were trying to ‘vanquish’ me.” A beautiful chuckle escaped him as he playfully nipped his nose with mine. “And your reaction was funny as hell when you realized it didn’t work.”
Anger cloaked my eyes. “You are cruel to play with my hopes like that.”
With his charms intact, he regarded me like a wounded puppy.
“And you are cruel to make any attempts to vanquish me when I’ve been spoiling you with my affections,” he retorted lightly. His expression showed that he was hurt I would even think about getting rid of him.
“Affections?” I parroted. I couldn’t swallow that bullshit statement. “Making me fall down in class is affection?”
“Would you prefer getting sores all over your face as the alternative?” he countered swiftly. He straightened himself and stared down at me critically. “There are worse things in life that I could bestow upon you, but I’m not going that far. I’m doing the bare minimum right now. You can’t be angry at me for that.” His eyes softened before he gently added, “Say the magic words. Give me your soul and I will stop all of this.”
I could barely contain my irate scoff. How thickheaded could this Demon be? Thank goodness he had his otherworldly good looks because he was definitely lacking in the brains department. How many rejections did he need before he accepted that a certain human wasn’t going to give him her soul?
“I’m calling in a specialist,” I told him dismissively, not even bothering to reject his proposal. He wasn’t going to accept my rejection, and I refused to waste my breath saying it. “I can’t vanquish you, but I’m sure someone else can.”
“And say what?” he challenged, steering me back to the reality of the situation I was in. “The Demon of Lust is after you and he’s making you accident prone while giving you bad grades in the process?”
I blinked at him.
Yeah, that sentence sounded stupid and illogical, even when the culprit himself said it.
Before I was able to conjure up any other bright ideas of how to find help, the clever Demon hammered the final nail in the coffin with his next words. 
“Do you not think people will look into your files first? Do you think anyone would take you seriously after they find out that you were admitted into a mental institution when you were younger? You’d be back in there before you know it!”
“At this rate, the only thing that would probably make me sane is the insane asylum!” I replied, knowing that I had lost this battle. I couldn’t vanquish him or find anyone to vanquish him. Knowing Eclipse, he’d probably disappear for days on end and not reappear until they rolled me out with a straitjacket on. I shuddered at the possibility of him visiting me while I was locked inside one of those padded rooms. The thought of spending my entire life in the mental hospital, listening to Eclipse try to persuade me to give him my soul horrified me. If I wasn’t crazy already, I would go crazy for sure! 
Hating the quandary in my life, I pushed him away with a huff. 
I promptly gave up on the whole endeavor to vanquish him. Who was I kidding? Did I really think it was going to be that easy to get rid of him? Did I really think life was going to be that nice and allow me to be free of Eclipse? 
What a waste of time all of this has been, I thought bitterly. 
Biting back my pride and bitterness, I decided to go back to my original plan, which was to ignore him and hope that he would get bored, get the hint, and leave me alone. 
“Where are you going, Gracie?” he asked in amusement. His gaze followed me as I irritably threw a black trench coat over myself. The intonation of his voice was filled with pride; he was pleased that he had won this battle.  
“None of your business,” I snapped. I did not bother to make eye contact with him. I simply swept across the room, gathered my books, grabbed my purse, and headed straight for the door. With my chin held high in pride, I walked past him without a second look. I was not going to stop living my life because I had a Demon after me. I was stronger than this. I had planned on ignoring him, but decided at the last minute to cast a glare in his direction. I wanted to dramatically drive my next warning into him.
“Don’t you dare follow me.” 
Eclipse’s brow arched in hilarity. I had expected him to make some smartass comment about me not being able to get rid of him. I was taken aback when he obediently inclined his head. “As you wish.” 
I pursed my lips, suspicious of his abrupt adherence to my demands. I shook it off once I reasoned that I didn’t have time to deal with him and his calculating ways. I had schoolwork to do. With my priorities set, I walked out of my apartment. I paused in the hall once he came to the doorway and shouted, “Are you stopping by the store to buy a vacuum as well?”
My once ferocious face thawed into a pouting expression. Damn it. I had completely forgotten that I still needed to clean up the apartment after I returned from the library. I begrudgingly made a mental note to buy a vacuum after my study session. I knew I should have thanked him for the reminder. However, when I recalled that he was the reason why I had to buy a vacuum in the first place, I killed the urge to be polite. So with a final glare, I walked off, bitterly ignoring his soft chuckles.
The trip to the library was surprisingly peaceful, safe, and accident-free. I had anticipated getting soaked by rain or perhaps getting attacked by dogs or bats from Hell. I was floored by the generosity Eclipse showed me when I made it safely to the main library at school. Perhaps he had gotten the point and decided to leave me alone? I laughed at myself as soon as those ludicrous thoughts came to mind. There was no way he’d relinquish efforts to torture me before he claimed my soul. I hadn’t known him for that long, but I knew him well enough. Eclipse wasn’t the type to give up unless he got what he wanted. He may have pretended to be nice, but I knew better. He would do anything to get what he wanted, and for that reason alone, I would never let my guard down again. Anyone who wanted my soul was my enemy, and Eclipse was definitely my enemy.
Three hours into the study session, I was done with most of my assignments for my classes and was finally finishing up the report for my Business Law class. I was about to make flashcards for next week’s exam when something unnerving occurred to me in the silence of the room: what was the point? Eclipse was going to give me an F anyway. No matter how hard I worked, I would always get an F because Eclipse had cursed me. I groaned to myself. After three productive and hard-working hours, I wish I had come to that earthshattering conclusion earlier. 
This was why he didn’t follow me to the library and why he laughed at me when I walked out. He must have been thinking, “What’s the point of going to the library, human girl? You’re going to fail anyway. I’ll make sure of it.” 
With that shitty realization in mind, I pathetically gathered my things and left. 
On my way back home, I remembered to stop by the store to buy a vacuum to suck up all the salt I used in hopes of protecting myself from Eclipse (what a catastrophic joke all of that turned out to be). While paying for the vacuum, I spotted a Bluetooth for cellphones and decided to buy it in preparation for talking to Eclipse when out in public. If he was invisible, then the least I could do was make it appear as if I was having a conversation on an earpiece instead of appearing like a looney tune in public.  
It was after I paid for the vacuum, walked back to my apartment, cleaned up the disastrous mess in my living room, and unwrapped the earpiece from its package that it seriously occurred to me that I now had a Demon after me. He was hell-bent on claiming my soul, and there was absolutely no one who could help me. If I tried to find help, then people would look into my history and they would put me back into the mental institution. No one could see him, hear him, or hurt him. The only one who could get rid of the Demon was me. Since I was slaving away, cleaning up the mess of my failed exorcism, one could see that I was doing a wonderful job of “getting rid” of the Demon. 
In all honesty, in times like this, the only thought prevalent in my mind was that I was doomed. I threw a bitter palm to my face. I accepted the shittiness of my life with the declaration of three horrible words that summed up the crappiness that was my fate.
“Fuck my life.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“You have proven yourself to be a far bigger burden than you were ever meant to be.”

09: Intertwined Fates
 
I had never had a more miserable sleeping experience.
My body was sore from all the cleaning and I was embarrassed that I was tricked into believing that I had vanquished a Demon. The most frustrating thing of all was that, despite all of these setbacks, I still found myself fantasizing about throwing myself at him in hopes that he would give me the time of my life. It would always start off with me thinking how much I hated him, how much I wanted to hurt him, and how much I would enjoy making him suffer. Then it would gradually evolve into me biting his scrumptious lips, ripping off his clothes, showering his body with my kisses, and basically having my way with the gorgeous Demon. I said that I would exercise self-control around the Demon, but that didn’t mean I could stop the superficial girl in me from desiring him, even in spite of the fact that he was the one making my life so horrible. 
After a few awkward rounds of silently scolding myself for wanting to succumb to my womanly desires, the weight of lethargy was starting to grow heavy on my eyelids. Unfortunately, this development occurred at 7:00 A.M., right when my alarm went off, indicating that it was time to go to school and start my day. 
Damn. 
Insomnia always ends when it’s time to wake up.
In fear of Eclipse popping in on me while I was naked in the shower, I made it a point to shower quickly before I went to class. I wanted to protect myself from my own body should he appear. Thoughts of what I would like to do to him and his naked body were fresh in my mind. I didn’t want to tempt those fantasies if Eclipse made his appearance. God knows what I would do to the Demon of Lust if I were naked in his presence. I would jump into his arms and therefore to my death—literally! 
After spending what felt like two seconds in the shower, I hastily got dressed in my sleeveless pink dress. I even bypassed breakfast (something I never did) because I didn’t want to spend anymore time alone than I had to.
With my hair wet and un-styled, I sat quietly in the back of my Investment Analyses class, literally falling asleep. I couldn’t help myself. My Investment Analyses class was in a theater auditorium so it felt reminiscent to sitting in a movie theater as opposed to a classroom. It didn’t help that the lights were dimmed—a perfect companion for the sleepy college student—because Professor Sku was lecturing from the PowerPoint slides. Though I fought hard to steer clear from the welcoming darkness that was coaxing me to close my eyes, I found myself losing. I couldn’t concentrate and heard absolutely nothing Professor Sku lectured about, which was horrible because he was going over the contents of what would be on the exam next week. The sleep deprivation from the night prior had definitely come back to bite me in the ass. To make matters worse, I was not only sleepy, but I was also ravenous. 
I wasn’t a coffee person and didn’t do energy drinks. Due to the fact that I relied on my own body’s energy, it was absolutely crucial that I get enough sleep for my body to become productive. Since I hadn’t received this necessity this morning, my energy was at an all-time low.
“Good morning, Gracie.”
As though sensing my misery, Eclipse materialized by my side in the nick of time. 
He was dressed in a simple black dress shirt with gray slacks. His signature cigarette was pressed between his lips while streams of smoke trailed from his smiling mouth. He looked refreshed, uplifted, completely carefree, and as delectable as ever.
But there was something else about him . . . something else that smelled really good.
My nostrils flared when I detected a familiar alluring scent. 
It wasn’t his cologne—though that was already very alluring. It was something else that was more edible, something I hadn’t been in the company of for a long time. I glanced down at the pullout table top for his seat. My stomach growled in confusion when I observed that along with him came some old enemies who were also looking to ruin my life.
I whined to myself.
Sweet Jesus, why me?
One of the things you should know about me and my obsession with self-control was the fact that while growing up, I was overweight. Because I was locked up in a psychiatric hospital as a young child, I was extremely depressed. My only solace was eating. Being fat in the psychiatric hospital was nothing because in all honesty, I didn’t even think I was that fat. I didn’t think I was fat then because I was in the comfort of a hidden bubble. Lo and behold, when I was released at the age of sixteen, my first day of high school was the only revelation I needed to realize how overweight I was. 
My bubble popped.

I was made fun of incessantly in school; I became an outcast and had absolutely no friends. Bullies used me as their scapegoat to entertain the monotony of their sorry lives. The guys called me a “fat-ass” and the girls called me a “fat pig.” The name-calling varied, but no matter what they called me, I was hurt and depressed all the same. 
It was only after I found myself bingeing on pizza in the middle of the night (while choking on my own tears) that I realized I had to save myself. It took me years to maintain some semblance of self-control around food and to be disciplined enough to exercise daily. I was on a yoyo diet with my weight for years. Thankfully, when it finally came time to attend college, I had mastered the art of being healthy and became a completely new girl.
I had won an internal battle with my weight, but my sole weakness would always be sweets. I had the most horrible sweet tooth. Methodically speaking, when you place temptation in front of a sweet tooth addict, no matter if they are a fatty, a former fatty, or a fat kid at heart, it would always be their ultimate demise. It was an understatement to say that I was feeling outraged that Eclipse not only appeared all glorious and mouthwatering, but that he also brought friends who were just as mouthwatering as him. 
At that instant, I felt my bitterness towards him escalate. 
I glared at him and then glanced down at the bear-claw glazed doughnut that lay on a white napkin on his desk. Its juicy fat calories stared at me in seduction. Beside it sat a cup of hot chocolate with steam rising away from it. Bear-claw glazed doughnut and hot chocolate . . . my favorite combination of food to eat in the morning (or any other time). Oh God, it had been so long since I allowed myself to be this close to these yummy foods. It was just my luck that today would be the day that they would come back and tempt me.
I wanted to cry. Why? Why didn’t I eat this morning?
“You ran out so fast today that you skipped out on breakfast.” Eclipse leisurely pushed the doughnut and hot chocolate over to me. The muscles under his shirt bunched up faintly when he did this. “Eat some to give you energy. You look exhausted.”
Though I had lost the weight, the fact would always remain: I was a fat girl at heart. Bear-claw doughnut and hot chocolate, among other edible companions, were my best friends growing up. They were there for me when I was miserable in the institution, and they were there for me when I was trying to gather my bearings to start a new life after spending a decade in captivity. Even though I had abandoned their friendships for greener pastures (or in this case, a toned stomach and a perky booty), I still felt weak when temptation was thrown at my face.
I glared at Eclipse again.
I wasn’t an idiot. 
This was another way for him to torture me. That bastard. Making me accident-prone and giving me bad grades wasn’t enough. Now he wanted to use my personal kryptonite against me. I hated the cunning Demon before, but I hated him so much more now. 
“I’m not hungry,” I stated harshly. I removed my focus from the stares I was getting from that seductive doughnut and that provocatively enticing hot chocolate. I was convincing. I was so convincing that even my traitorous and ravenous stomach growled in agreement.
My face turned beet red once the growls from my hungry stomach permeated the quiet auditorium. 
All eyes from the front shifted to me, judged me momentarily, and then returned to the normalcy of the classroom lectures.
“I think your tummy would say otherwise,” Eclipse casually stated, pushing the sinful goods closer to my grasp.
“Well, my tummy isn’t the best judge of character,” I responded. My eyes were firmly locked on the PowerPoint slides while my stomach was firmly lusting after the goodies beside me.
I could feel Eclipse smile to the left of me. He evaluated my stubborn state. “One bite isn’t going to hurt, Gracie,” he coaxed in a soothing voice. “You’re going to knock out before your next class if you don’t get some energy.”
I glanced at him and shook my head feebly. I held my breath to keep from inhaling the decadent scent of the fresh baked goods. This was so unfair. I already had a hard enough time saying no to sweets. I didn’t need the Demon of Lust to be sitting there beside me, literally whispering sweet nothings into my ears and convincing me to cross over to the dark side.
“That’s too bad,” he murmured before placing his cigarette aside. 
Exhibiting deliberate slowness, his fingers wrapped around a piece of the doughnut. He seductively ripped it off, allowing loose glaze to drop onto the desk like delicious snowflakes. I unblinkingly watched as he bit into the doughnut. A whispered moan escaped from the depths of his chest as his mouth worshipped the bear-claw doughnut.  
He flashed me his most charming grin, and I felt my stomach twist in pleasure. 
Watching him in this state made me realize what an amazing lover he would be in bed. He would be attentive, he would savor everything, and he would be the most delicious sin. There was a come hither look in his eyes that said, “You can eat me too if you want.”
Instead of vocalizing that, he simply said, “Just one bite.” He ripped out a piece of the doughnut for me, brought it to my lips, and gazed at me expectantly. “One bite won’t hurt, Gracie.”
Oh, what the hell? Why not?
There were too many temptations presented to me and because I was tired, hungry, and weak-minded for a ridiculously hot guy and ridiculously delicious food, I gave in. One bite wouldn’t hurt, right?
My mistake was taking one bite because, as we all know, it is virtually impossible to take a mere bite of a damn doughnut. I bit into it and instantly felt all the synapses in my brain flash into life, completely waking me up from the pit of lethargy I was in. 
Oh wow, this is delicious.

Throwing all self-control out the window, I grabbed the doughnut and hot chocolate and devoured them. Actually “devour” was too serene of a word. I pretty much inhaled my doughnut and hot chocolate. It was the fastest and most delicious meal I had ever consumed and I wanted more. 
As though reading my mind, Eclipse contentedly snapped his fingers. Another doughnut appeared before me. At the same instant, my once empty cup was replenished with hot chocolate. I was yet again given the opportunity to screw up my diet, and I reveled in every second of it.
After class was over, I was still munching on the doughnut and drinking my hot chocolate while Eclipse accompanied me to the student café to meet up with Dawn for lunch. In order to prevent anyone from calling the mental hospital in fear for my sanity, I made sure to wear my newly purchased earpiece as I walked with him. Bless my coveted soul for this foolproof plan because it was virtually impossible to ignore Eclipse. I was relieved to have an earpiece as an excuse to have a conversation with the invisible Demon. 
“Why are you doing this?” I asked moments later, climbing up the crowded stairs that led up to the café. I bit into a newly appeared doughnut. My suspicious eyes landed on his when I realized that this had been a relatively nice day for me. However peaceful though, I suspected he was up to something. I just didn’t know what it was. “Why hasn’t anything embarrassing happened to me yet? Why are you giving me a break?”
He gave a light shrug as we stepped inside the café and took a seat in a quiet corner of the room.
“I sense that you’re very angry with me. I’m trying to make amends,” he told me simply, sitting right beside me in the red booth. A charismatic smile grazed his lips before he replenished my doughnut and drink. “If you haven’t noticed, I’ve taken a very strong liking to you. Though I’m here for business and am very adamant about taking your soul, I’m also adamant on being on your good side.” 
I lifted a caustic brow at him. “By giving me fatty food when you know how obsessed I am with eating healthy?”
“There’s a difference between self-control and masochism. For you, Gracie, I fear that you’re teetering on masochism.” He sighed, his eyes encouraging me to keep eating the doughnut. “There’s nothing wrong with discipline, but there’s also nothing wrong with enjoying the sweet sins of life every once in a while. You humans are not like cats—you don’t have nine lives. You only have one, so you might as well enjoy the hell out of it.”
I smirked at him. “You realize you may have opened Pandora’s Box now, right? What if I get fat? Do you think you’d still want me then?”
His pleasant smile remained. “I don’t want a woman who is disciplined, unsatisfied, and miserable. I want a woman who is happy, wild, and demanding in my bed. If you enjoying sweets is what it’ll take to get you to the latter, then I’d gladly supply you with your own candy land.”
“You’re such a bullshitter,” I couldn’t help but say. I knew he was up to something. It was frustrating that I couldn’t figure out the possible rationale behind tempting me to eat a doughnut and drink hot chocolate. “I know that this is another one of your tricks to get me into giving you my soul. I just can’t figure out why you’re choosing this method. Are you trying to woo me with kindness?”
A chuckle escaped his lips. My accusation amused him to no end. “You know me too well, Gracie. You’re right. This is a persuasion tactic, one that I have been looking forward to the most actually. To be perfectly honest though, I wasn’t sure how hardheaded you would be when it came to sweets. I was pleasantly surprised when you opened your mind and started to enjoy all that I was offering you.” He laughed again, watching me as I munched on the doughnut. There was desire in his eyes, one that had me feeling hot all over. “I have to admit . . . I am a bit jealous. I would give anything for you to look at me the way you look at that doughnut, like you just want to go wild and devour me.”
Um, what was wrong with his Demon eyes? I had been looking at him like that since I first met him!
In fear of my instincts blurting out the wrong thing, I ignored his last comment and changed the subject. “Why me? Why did you choose me?”
The question had been lingering in my mind. I really wanted him to answer it. There was something unsettling about his answer about wanting to sleep with me. For some reason, I really believed that there was more to it than something so superficial. 
He smirked at me in amusement. He clearly didn’t want to tread on that topic. “Didn’t I answer this question already?”
I regarded him sternly. I did not share that same amusement. He didn't want to venture on this topic, but I did. “You’re really here because you want to sleep with me?”
“Because I want you,” he clarified with a bored sigh. “As I told you the other night, sex with you is just a very nice bonus.”
“Why do you want me then?”
He fell silent for a few moments. In the silence, he simply took the time to gaze at me in a carefree and lighthearted manner. He looked like he was debating about whether or not he should encourage this direction of the conversation. When he saw the stubbornness in my eyes—that I wouldn't let this topic go—he relented. 
“Did I not tell you that you’re famous in my world?”
“So that means my soul is very coveted,” I reasoned, following the train of thought he subtly led me on. “Getting my soul would be a hell of a trophy for a Demon.”
He nodded, impressed with what I concluded. “You’re right. Your soul is very coveted. It is quite possibly the most coveted soul in this millennium alone. Every Demon has heard of you, every Demon wants to meet you, and every Demon wants to be the one to own your soul.” He smiled with pride and shrugged. “And a Demon who owns your soul will have the most powerful bragging rights for the centuries to come. I think that's a very powerful incentive for anyone, yes?”
I smirked bitterly at him. It finally made sense why he was so determined to come after me and torture me. I was nothing but a trophy for him to take back to Hell. For reasons I didn’t understand, this subtle confession from him hurt my feelings. Don't get me wrong. I was sexually attracted to the Demon, but I was no way in love with him. It simply sucked to find out that someone was courting you because they saw superficial value in you, not because they liked you for who you were. This momentarily offended me, but much like other things that had disappointed me in life, I didn't allow it to consume me. I was a strong girl. Nothing was powerful enough to break me—at least not at that point in my life. 
“Why are you the only Demon I’ve met then?” I asked him carelessly. It occurred to me that in my almost twenty-one years of existence, I had never seen another Demon.
A light changed in his eyes at my question. The instant I saw this change, I felt my mind come alive with alertness. Although he didn’t change his cool façade, that miniscule change in his eyes was all that I needed to know that I was on to something. 
“If my soul is so coveted,” I launched, gazing at him vigilantly, “then why haven’t I seen an abundance of Demons after my soul? Why are you the only one? Why aren’t there more competing with you for my soul?”
He regarded me with silence at my questions. 
“Really?” I taunted, irate with his sudden silent treatment. “I’ve finally managed to shut up the great Demon of Lust?"
I wasn't typically this rude with anyone else. With Eclipse, I felt comfortable being true to my nature. Perhaps it was because he had such an exhaustive personality and the only way I could deal with him was to allow my true personality to shine through. Whatever the reason, it was odd. There were no cover-ups when I was with him, no false façade of innocence, and no two-faced personality. I was at my rawest and most imperfect form, and the weird thing was that I felt okay with it. I felt safe being myself around him. 
At long last, Eclipse finally nodded, wordlessly telling me that he would grant me a boon. He placed his arms on the table and leaned in closer to me. I mirrored his movements, excited to hear the answer. The smoke curling away from his cigarette butt swam around us while his smile turned into a secretive grin. 
After what felt like an eternity of anticipation, he parted his lips and said, “Because the Heavens opened for me and I found you first.”
“The Heavens opened for you and you found me first?” I repeated slowly, puzzled with the cryptic answer. I furrowed my brows together. “What does that even mean?”
“It means that I’m never giving up on you,” he assured me, his eyes pulsing with conviction. “It means that I can’t give up on you. My fate is sealed with yours. I can’t turn back now.” 
I absorbed what he said, my eyes staring into his. Then, after blinking several times, I burst out laughing, nearly choking on my doughnut as I shook my head. The ridiculousness of what he said tickled my funny bone. I knew he wasn’t going to tell me the truth, but I hadn’t anticipated him to make up such a dumb lie. 
Let’s be real. How could his fate be intertwined with mine?  
He broke out of his secretive grin and laughed with me. Exhilaration twinkled his eyes at the knowledge that he was able to make me smile. 
“That was a stupid lie, wasn’t it?” he asked, smiling as he watched me laugh my butt off. After a few moments of allowing me to simmer down from my giggling-fest, he looked at me and appreciatively said, “I knew it.”
“Knew what?” I asked absentmindedly, taking a sip out of my hot chocolate and biting into another piece of my doughnut. I was still reeling from the good laugh I had.
“That you’re so much more beautiful when you smile, when you laugh without a care in the world.”
My heart skipped a beat when those words rolled over me. 
I cleared my throat and briefly broke eye contact. Instead of permitting myself to fangirl over this line, I simply smirked at him. I hadn’t forgotten that he was after my soul. He may have made me laugh, but at the end of the day, he was still my foe. I couldn’t allow this lighthearted moment to cloud my judgment. With my mouth filled with scrumptious calories, I asked, “How long are you going to pursue this hopeless cause?” 
He looked at me with a resolved expression that startled me, for I feared it meant that he would never give up. His focus then rested on my lips. Eliciting a sigh, he lifted up a hand and tucked my loose bangs behind my ear. 
“As long as it takes,” he distractedly whispered before leaning in to brush his lips over the upper part of my lip. 
My breath caught in my chest.
I didn’t understand what was happening until his lips grazed mine softly—too soft and too fleeting to be called a kiss—and allowed a rogue doughnut glaze that was stuck to my upper lip to slide into the fortress of his mouth. My doughnut plate and hot chocolate cup was replenished again, yet, at that moment, all that caught my attention was his proximity and his hot breath swimming beside my lips. I found myself lost in him again. He was just so intoxicating, so—
“Don’t be too angry with me, Gracie.”
I was barely catching my breath when I digested the contents of his words. Before I could decipher what the hell he was talking about, he imparted me with a guilt-filled smile before disappearing, leaving me to sit there alone, lost in my own world of confusion. 
What’s he talking about? Don’t be too angry with him for what?
“Grace!” a familiar voice called out to me, snapping me out of my thoughts about Eclipse and what he may have done to piss me off. “What on earth are you eating?”
Dawn’s outraged eyes were huge as she approached the booth I was sitting at. Dressed in a taupe summer dress, she gaped at the doughnut and hot chocolate I had in my possession. 
“I-I only had a little bit!” I defended, my mouth still mindlessly munching on the doughnut.
After becoming close with Dawn, I had confided in her about my issues with my weight and had personally asked her to help police me should I ever lose control. Dawn had always taken her duty seriously because she was a health fanatic. I imagined walking in on me eating a doughnut and drinking hot chocolate was not a happy sight for her.
At my reply, she eyed the crumbs of glaze stuck to my coat, and I quickly dusted it off, my cheeks blushing a bit. 
Her eyes turned into suspicious slits. “How much is a ‘little bit’?”
“Like about . . .” My eyes went upwards. I replayed all the times I ate the junk food in my mind. I was mentally counting in my head when I realized—holy crap! This was my thirteenth helping! “Holy shit!” 
In a belated panic, I threw the doughnut and the hot chocolate away. I was appalled with myself. How did I eat so much without knowing it? Even after ridding myself of the caloric indulgence, I still found myself having cravings for it. I wanted doughnuts, I wanted hot chocolates, I wanted cookies, I wanted cakes, I wanted ice cream—essentially anything that could quench my sweet tooth. I wanted them all in my tummy. I could feel the overwhelming desire for all the sweets in the world overtake me, and I realized all too quickly what Eclipse had done to me. He had cursed me into having a mindless obsession over sweets, so much so that my yearning for it was all-consuming! 
Crap.
Holy fucking crap.
This is what I get for letting my guard down with that freaking Demon.
Suddenly, the nice little bonding session I had with Eclipse was overshadowed by the fact that he had managed to screw me over again. 
I was back to hating him, and unfortunately this time around, as I felt the evil calories make a home in my body, I knew I had to make things right and pay for my momentary bout of weakness. There was only one thing a human being could do after succumbing to thirteen helpings of doughnuts. 
Regrettably for me, this activity was going to kick my ass so hard that I wouldn’t be able to move for a week.
 



 
 
 
 
 
"Don’t you get it by now?"

10: War
 
“Fucking Eclipse. Fucking Eclipse!”
I was dying. I was literally dying.
I had just spent an hour running and was now finishing the last twenty minutes of my hour-long love-fest with the stairmaster. If you had been on a stairmaster, then you would know that the remaining twenty minutes would seem like a lifetime away. The endless seconds on that torturous machine taunted me, triggering me to feel like shit for all the crap I consumed. The blasphemous part was that I was still craving sweets while I was on this damn machine. How was it possible that I was longing for red velvet cupcakes when I was dying from exhaustion? 
I hated my life. I absolutely hated my life.
I was on the verge of blacking out from exhaustion. I had never worked out this aggressively in my life. Right when I was about to keel over, the bane of my existence appeared to make me hate my life even more.
Eclipse.
I wasn’t sure how long he had been there, but there Eclipse was, running on a treadmill beside my stairmaster. He was smoking up a storm with his cigarette while he ran like he was modeling for a sporting goods commercial.
Wearing nothing but black basketball shorts and matching running shoes, Eclipse’s naked upper body glistened underneath the gym lighting. Sweat was trickling seductively down his body, running past his back, coursing down his chest, and kissing over his washboard stomach. The sight made me so weak in the knees that I had to hold onto the railing, afraid that if I lost my balance I would meet my death. 
That jerk. 
He had ruined me. 
I would never look at another man’s body the same way again. How would anything impress me now that I had been gifted with the sexiest sight ever to be bestowed to a woman? Humans were created to be imperfect—to be flawed. It was against the laws of nature for me to see Eclipse like this, to be given a view of what the male body in the form of perfection should look like. Eclipse wasn’t the standard; he was the paragon, and he had ruined any future I would have with my future husband. 
I couldn’t have hated the bastard more. 
Clearly sensing my venomous glare, Eclipse veered his attention to me. He flashed me one of his breathtaking smiles, and with ease, he grabbed his small white towel and jumped off the treadmill. With mischievous eyes, he began wiping himself dry. Like the experienced tease he was, he grabbed a blue jacket from the floor and zipped himself up, hiding his body from me as quickly as he had shown it off. An air of innocence exuded from him when he lowered himself to sit comfortably on the treadmill belt. 
“Damn, that was a hard workout,” he uttered, panting for breath as he continued to smoke his cigarette. Humor rippled in his eyes when he took in the exhaustive state I was in. “I'm glad I'm done with that workout. I can't imagine doing it for another hour. I'm so exhausted.”
I gritted my teeth.
He was mocking me. He knew that I still had to workout. While he got to sit there and chill, I had to continue to work my ass off. It was the very image of his triumphant smirk that reminded me why I was dying in the gym in the first place. Fury cloaked my face as I appraised him in all of his post-workout glory. It wasn’t fair that he looked unbelievably sexy while effortlessly sweating and I looked like a sweaty pig. It wasn't fair that he was so relaxed and I was so miserable.
Resembling a sweaty pig or not, I wasn’t going to let him mock me. I carefully hopped off the stairmaster for a fleeting moment and crouched down to retrieve my earpiece from my gym bag. I dramatically stuck the earpiece into my ear and jumped back onto the stairmaster. I wasted no time in confronting him.  
“You,” I growled. My lungs gasped for air. Below me, the level on my stairmaster increased from ten to thirteen. Fire blazed in my eyes. “What the hell did you feed me? Why am I craving sweets so much?”
He sighed, already anticipating my reaction. With a casual inhalation of his cigarette, he decided to enlighten me on the new reality of my life. “The doughnut was for your cravings.”
Okay, that much I knew. 
“And the hot chocolate?”
“To slow your metabolism down and double the calories of any sweets you digest.”
“What?!” I shrieked, scaring everyone in the near-empty gym. Because I had my earpiece on, I didn’t shy away with my reaction. At this point, I didn’t give a damn if people thought I was crazy. I had more important matters to tend to—like yelling at a Demon who decided to fuck with my metabolism. “You fed me demonic-crack doughnut and demonic-crack hot chocolate?” 
He bobbed his head. His expression was utterly guiltless. “I did.”
“You cruel bastard!” I screeched. I panted heavily, my legs growing weaker with every progressing step. Sweat was dripping off of me like rain, and if it were possible, I could swear that there was steam wafting from my ears. It took my last vestige of control to not cuss at him. “How could you do this to a former overweight girl? Do you know how hard it was for me to lose weight and discipline myself in the first place?”
“Gracie,” he began diplomatically, “there are very few things in life that you care about. You’ve killed your family, you couldn’t care less about the acquaintances you call your friends, and you don’t exactly have an empathetic bone in your body. You are the very embodiment of a selfish and self-absorbed human being. The only thing you care about is your control over your life. You value your drive to be the best in life and your vanity—your superficiality taking precedence. I’m not doing anything to hurt you physically, but you have to understand that it only leaves me with the psychological part. The only device I’m left with is using your own obsession against you. It is my best option if I even want a remote chance of getting you to turn over your soul to me.”
“You asshole,” I growled breathlessly. If this were someone else he was screwing over, then I would applaud him for his brilliant strategy. Since it was me that he was screwing over, I harbored only resentment for him. 
Although I knew that he felt slightly bad for making me suffer, I could still see the amusement in his eyes. He was darn happy to see me so affected by his method of attack. It only meant that he was one step closer to owning my soul. 
“Go find yourself another human and life would be easier for you, Demon,” I replied, nearly dying from the rapid pace of the moving stairs. Screwing with my grades was one thing, but my weight and my weakness towards sweets was another thing entirely. This battle was getting more gruesome and unforgiving. The most frustrating thing was that I was losing. I was frigging losing to him. 
And while I may have been losing, I wasn’t going to give up. 
Some may say that because I had sadistic tendencies, then it would mean that I had no soul and there was no point in hanging onto it. Even though I was a horrible person to begin with, in my mind, sadistic tendencies or not, I was still a human being with a soul. As long as this was true, then I would hold onto it until the end. 
My soul—what was left of my humanity—was mine and mine alone. 
I would never part with it. 
“I’m . . . I'm not . . . giving you . . . my soul,” I said in between pants. Conviction emanated from every word I uttered. “Not . . . now . . . not ever.”
Eclipse merely chuckled at my answer. My back was hunched over and I was on level thirteen of the stairmaster. I was sweating and huffing up a storm. It was clear that he found hilarity in my stubborn nature. On the flip side, he also understood that with every battle, all it took was one moment of weakness and the winner would be crowned. His eyes challenged me to be that winner because it was clear that he truly believed he was going to get my soul.
“Thirteen
servings of doughnuts and hot chocolate, all of which are doubled in calories,” he noted lightly. He stood up from his seat and approached me with a purposeful gait. There was a sinful glint in his eyes when he added, “That’s a hell of an endeavor to burn off.” He then flashed a wicked smile that silently promised he’d win this battle against me. “Good luck with your futile efforts. When you’re ready to be kinder to yourself, you know the right words to say.” He courteously angled his head at me. “Have a good workout, Gracie.”
In a blink of an eye, he was gone, leaving me to dwell in my own state of misery.
With a pout and the urge to cry myself to sleep, especially after being reminded that I had to burn off the doubled calories of thirteen doughnuts and hot chocolates, I added another hour onto the stairmaster. I seriously contemplated jumping to my death as the excruciating seconds became more endless. 
Only two hours and ten more minutes to go. 
 
●●●
 
After my hellish gym session, I pathetically rested on the bench outside of the gym’s building. I was in pain and my entire body was in shock. The most blasphemous part of all was that I was still hungry for the culprits that led me into this misery in the first place.
The banana I was munching on was doing a horrible job of quelling my cravings for sweets because I didn’t want healthy sweets. I wanted unhealthy sweets that were fattening and delicious, and I couldn’t despise this craving more. I groaned in despair, taking the last bite of my banana when I heard soft footsteps approach me. 
“Hi ma’am!” the little chipmunk voice greeted me, snapping me out of my thoughts. While still laying down on the bench, I angled my head in the direction of the voice. I came face-to-face with a cute chubby kid who was about six-years-old. He was holding a brown carton box and was smiling innocently at me. “Ma’am, would you like to buy some chocolates? If I sell a lot, my fieldtrip gets paid for and I get a really cool yoyo!”
My eyes blossomed at the prospect of chocolates. 
I propelled upright and gaped at him with open judgment. How simultaneously cruel and ingenious was this kid to come to a gym to sell his damn chocolates? I had never felt so pissed off and so thankful to see some cute chubby kid selling me chocolates. I didn’t know where the kid came from, but I didn’t care. I didn’t care about how much it cost, I didn’t care if eating these chocolates would make my efforts at the gym today useless, and I didn’t care if I would feel guilty after I was done eating them. All I cared about was my chocolates. 
“Give me the whole box.”
His eyes enlarged into the size of golf balls. “Really?”
I nodded vehemently, feeling more and more bitter towards him as each second passed. Innocent or not, he was the harbinger of temptation and he was playing a key role in screwing up my diet. 
It was odd for me to realize that after being tortured by Eclipse, I had actually forgotten all about my sadistic inclinations. It wasn’t that I forgot that I had sadistic tendencies, but for some strange reason, I just hadn’t had the urge to revel in someone else's misery lately. However, now that I was reminded of it, I could feel the need spike up again. I was desperate for another dosage of someone’s despair and this kid would be the perfect victim.   
I tossed the banana peel underneath a shady area and then handed the child a wad of money for his box of chocolates. He definitely picked the wrong time and the wrong person to approach. I was not the nicest person to be around when I was tired, hungry, and just plain pissed off. I could feel my chest constrict in need, and I knew that this kid had to be the one to quench the thirst I was yearning for . . .
“Thank you, ma’am!” the little boy shouted, giving me a polite bow. 
I nodded dismissively at him and began unwrapping my first chocolate bar. I bit into it and groaned out in joy. While munching on my chocolates and knowing all too well that I was doubling my caloric intake, I kept my eyes on the cute fat kid as he walked away in glee. He was so happy to be able to sell his entire box of chocolates that he didn't even notice that there was a banana peel waiting for him in the darkness. He was getting closer and closer to it. Then—
I expelled a tortured sigh.
I should have let him step on it because his misery would make me feel better. For reasons that evaded my own understanding, I couldn’t do it. My sadistic tendencies—alive as they were—weren’t powerful enough to overshadow the sense of morality I felt for the kid. I didn’t have the heart to hurt him, even though I really wanted to enjoy someone’s misfortune.
“Hey cutie,” I called out just as his small feet were about to unknowingly make contact with the banana peel. He turned to me, blushing at the name I had called him. I imagined he must’ve had a small crush on me and that me calling him a “cutie” just lit up his little world. 
Ah damn, why do I always have such a weakness when it comes to innocent and cute-looking kids? 
“Yes ma’am?” he responded, jogging back in a cheerful bounce. 
I smiled and handed him twenty dollars. “Here’s the money to buy your yoyo because you’re so cute.” I laughed before adding, “The next time you see me, please don’t bring me anymore chocolates to buy, okay? I don’t want to get cavities.”
His eyes broadened even more. He nodded his head fervently. “Okay! I won’t sell you chocolates anymore!”
I laughed my approval and patted his head. “Good. Now, there’s a banana peel over there.” I pointed in the direction I had tossed it. “Can you do me a favor and throw it in the trashcan before someone slips on it and hurt themselves?”
He bobbed his head, bowing to me once more before he happily ran over to pick up the banana peel. He hurled it into a nearby trashcan and ran to his older sister shouting, “Lala! I can buy my yoyo now because I’m cute!”
As he disappeared into the crowded streets with his sister, I bitterly bit into my chocolate. I chastised myself for throwing away the chance of hurting someone and being able to revel in their despair. I didn’t have the heart to hurt anyone tonight and because of this, the tension in my body was going to plague me for the entire night. 
Great. Another thing to look forward to, I thought grumpily. 
It was only after I took in a deep breath that a realization washed over me. I belatedly conjured up an idea of what I could do to make my life more bearable. More importantly, I realized what I could do to defend myself against a Demon like Eclipse. 
Why didn’t I think of this before? 
If Eclipse could wreak havoc on my life, then why couldn’t I do the same to him?
I could feel my sadistic heart beat in excitement at the prospect of something so thrilling. I couldn’t believe this idea hadn’t come to me sooner. A cold and malicious smile slid across my lips. I finally saw the light at the end of a once impenetrable tunnel. 
The overbearing and cunning Demon had no idea who he was fucking with. He did not know that he had awoken the monster inside me. If he wanted to play dirty, then I would play dirty with him. 
“You have no idea who you’re messing with,” I said in a low voice, eager to get started with my plan. “I’m going to destroy you.”
Eclipse started the battle.
Now I was declaring war. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"Don’t you see the irrefutable truth?"

11: Picking on a Demon

 
At a young age, I learned all too quickly about my sadistic tendencies.
When I was first admitted into the psychiatric hospital, I had always known that my fondness for sadism was alive inside me. I also knew that this was something I needed to hide. 
It first started off with small animals—mainly butterflies. During our free time outside, I’d always run around in the gardens, catching butterflies in my hands and bringing them back inside with me. There, I’d do what I always did: sit at one of the windows, think about my life, brood about how much I hated being held captive, and then I’d rip the wings off of the butterflies. I wanted other living things to feel as trapped as I did, as helpless as I did, and as miserable as I did. It was only after that did I feel calm and collected again.
This sadistic and disturbing method of therapy gradually evolved into something a bit more . . . frowned upon.
Within my group of friends at the hospital (and I use the term “friends” very loosely), I was a master manipulator. I was charming, I was nice, and most of all, I had the face of an Angel. Some of my favorite pastimes were leaving banana peels on the floor or splashing anti-bacterial soap on the tiles in hopes of being able to watch the other patients or orderlies slip down and hurt themselves. There was even an instance where I convinced two other patients to fight each other while I stood off to the side. I would watch everything, faking fear in my eyes whenever an orderly appeared by my side to ask me why I was so scared. I was the mastermind, but never the one who got caught. 
In high school, it was the same thing. My antics were subtle, usually shenanigans here and there used to get people to hurt themselves for my entertainment. It never got to the point where I killed or seriously injured anyone. It was never my intention to hurt anyone. I only wanted to enjoy their miseries. 
As I grew older, the addiction became all-consuming. 
It reached a point where I would have to perform my antics several times a day to quench my “thirst.” If I didn’t meet my quota, I’d be left feeling antsy and completely miserable the entire day. My needs evolved to a point where it was no longer feasible for me to perform multiple acts of mischief a day (since it maximized the chance of me getting caught). This was when I came up with the idea of immersing myself in a place filled with miserable people and this was why I started my volunteer work at hospitals, orphanages, and ultimately women’s shelters. It was one of the most ingenious ideas I had ever conceived. It was Heaven for me to be surrounded by so many unhappy people. I knew it was sick and disturbing, but it was like a compulsion that I couldn’t stop. No matter how hard I tried to wean myself from it, I would always end up losing. It was like there was something inside me that wouldn’t rest in peace until I fed into this addiction . . .
I had downgraded my sadistic activities since those earlier days because as I grew older, I started to feel slightly guilty about the things I was doing. As a result, I only allowed my malevolence to come out once in a blue moon. I had been relatively “normal”—for lack of a better word—this past year, but with the appearance of Eclipse, I couldn’t think of a better living thing to sic my sadistic tendencies on.
Would it be immoral to pick on a Demon, especially when he provoked me and picked on me first? 
I didn’t think so. 
This was why I was positively upbeat the following morning. A hidden smile tugged at my lips as I sat alone in the student quad area, watching a cartoon movie on my phone. I was waiting for my first class to start and waiting for my Demon-turned-victim to appear. 
“Hi Gracie,” Eclipse greeted gently, the signature melodic lilt in his voice as alluring as ever. 
In a matter of seconds, he was sitting beside me at the lone table I was at. The warmth of his body and the smoke from his cigarette moved around me. I felt his brown eyes lay its expectant gaze on me, and I smiled internally at this. 
It was time to initiate my plan. 
Jumpstarting the attack, I did well to brush him off with the cold shoulder. I ignored his salutation by upping the movie volume on my phone.
The easygoing aura that radiated from him subdued when I said nothing to him. “How long are you planning on giving me the cold shoulder and staying mad at me?” 
I turned up the volume on the phone again as my reply to him, further drowning him out with my earphones. The funny thing was that one of my earphones wasn’t working, which meant that I could still hear him. I just wanted him to believe that I couldn’t.
“Gracie.” I could hear the tired sigh in his weary voice. He placed his arms on the table and lowered his head a bit. He tried to catch my eyes. “You know you can’t ignore me forever.”
I didn’t say anything to him nor did I deign to make eye contact with him. I merely continued to smack my lips together while loudly chewing on my gum.
Visibly unhappy with my silent treatment, he took one of the earphones out of my ear. 
“How about I give you a break today?” he compromised softly. “The grades will continue to decline as planned and I can’t control your caloric intake because it’s in your system now, but I can stop all the accident-prone things from happening.”
I was already one step ahead of him. I had anticipated Eclipse to bribe me with the lessening of one punishment as barter to get me to cease with the silent treatment. Unfortunately for him, I was resolved on not giving in. I was going to see this plan through. I would only settle for him leaving me alone and allowing my life to return to normal again. Until then, the strategy would continue as planned.
Deliberately disregarding his offer, I blew a tired sigh, kept my eyes firmly away from his, and continued to blissfully ignore him. I was still loudly chewing on my gum, keenly aware that this was driving Eclipse crazy. 
“Gracie, come on. Don’t do this.” I could hear the steel beneath his supple voice. He maintained his composure amidst his thinning patience. “I know that you’re upset with me because of the diet sabotage, but is giving me the silent treatment really the best way to deal with all this?”
When I didn’t say anything and merely kept my eyes solidified on my phone, he quietly and very bitterly added, “If it’s your plan to drive me crazy right now, then it’s working.”
If I weren’t still hell-bent on ignoring him, I would have laughed out loud at his unfiltered admission. 
At long last, as my loud gum chewing became increasingly more obnoxious, the moment I had been waiting for arrived.
“What should I do to get you to speak to me again?” 
“You know what I want,” I finally responded, whipping my head in his direction.
Eclipse arched a pleased brow at my swift reply. 
“Good to hear your voice again, Gracie. I was this close to throwing you into bed so that I could hear your voice some other way.”
“You know what I want,” I reiterated, ignoring the tempting imagery of Eclipse throwing me into bed and the things he might do there to get me to speak to him. I couldn’t be distracted. I had a war to govern and a Demon to punish. “You know what you need to do.”
“And you know what I want,” he replied with the same aggravation. His gaze mirrored my own expression—determination, frustration, and desperation. “You know what I need from you. All you have to do is give me a simple ‘yes,’ and I’ll make everything right again.”
I smirked grimly to myself, having already anticipated him to say all this to me. I knew that it would take much more to break Eclipse than a simple silent treatment. I decided to cut my losses. No matter. The actual plan was for him to be as annoyed with my existence as I was with his. The silent treatment was just the beginning to throw him off. I had other things planned. 
I bestowed him with a glare as my unspoken disapproval of him for not giving into my demands. I promptly resumed my cold shoulder by gathering my belongings to go to class without a second glance. 
When I did this, I could hear Eclipse sigh in frustration.
I used this moment as my opportunity.
Lifting my books up and putting them inside my bag, I made sure to hold the bag limply and carelessly. I subtly allowed the red bag to brush persuasively against a styrofoam cup. With much anticipation, I watched the cup filled with steaming hot coffee obediently tip forward. 
Splash!
“Bloody hell!” 
The Demon of Lust leapt to his feet the moment the hot drink splattered across his white dress shirt and spilled onto his black pants. Eclipse’s eyes widened with shock as he shook the hot liquid off his hands. He glanced at me briefly, his expression unnerved. He picked up the empty cup and inspected its contents by taking a whiff from it. Bewilderment rippled on his face. 
“Is this coffee?” He divided his disbelieving stare between the coffee cup and myself. “I thought you didn’t drink coffee?”
“Oh yeah,” I agreed carelessly, still chewing very loudly on my gum. “I don’t, do I?” I shrugged, staring up at him with innocence. “Well, sorry about spilling hot coffee on you. I hope you’re not mad at me.”
“I’m not,” he replied slowly, his eyes staring at me with suspicion. I could see he was wondering whether or not I had done it on purpose. 
Continuing with my bubbly gait to class, I swept past him. I was about to climb up the steps that led outside to campus when I turned back to him and tilted my head. I wore a sweet expression on my face.
“By the way, I have no idea if my eyes are playing tricks on me, but I think there’s something stuck to your butt.”
A confused look spread over his face. Without delay, Eclipse examined the back of his pants. His eyes broadened once he spotted the five pieces of bright pink gum stuck to his perfectly defined rear. Silence streamed over him while he continued to gape at his pants in disbelief. It was only when he heard me chewing noisily on my gum that his eyes raised up to meet mine. 
I regarded him with innocence radiating from my eyes. I jovially chewed on my gum, knowing very well that he could see the pink culprit dancing around in my mouth. It was easy to tell from his eyes that he was still debating on whether or not I was cruel enough to torture him like this—to plant gum on the seat where he sat. Though he looked suspicious, I surmised from the light in his eyes that he found it hard to believe that I would do something this mean. Surely, it must have been an accident.
With a simple parting smile, I turned away from him. Laughter threatened to spill out of my chest when I spat out the sixth gum in absolute glee. The image of the great Demon of Lust with pink gum stuck to his butt was just too funny to not find humor in. 
I was officially picking on a Demon. 
If I wasn’t going to Heaven for this, then there was no justice in this world.
This is just the beginning,
Eclipse, I promised triumphantly, thinking about the long and wonderful day I had planned for him. You’re going down.

 
●●●
 
I couldn’t remember having a more entertaining and fun day.
Throughout the entirety of Eclipse’s day, there was always something that went tragically wrong for him. Whether it be the little dust bunnies I stuck into his water bottle when he wasn’t looking, the drinks I kept accidentally spilling on him when we were together, or the many times I “accidentally” smacked his face while tossing my handbag over my shoulder, Eclipse was not given a moment of rest from my subtle wrath. 
For the first time since I had met him, it actually seemed that Eclipse was beginning to look worn out from being around me. 
Of course, being as stubborn and hardheaded as he was, Eclipse proved to be a tough opponent. Not once during any of my antics did he ever get angry with me. Sure, he’d appraise me with uneasiness in his eyes, but he was always cool, collected, and as charming as ever. The only time he ran off was when I “accidentally” bumped into him while we were walking to class. He crashed into the window drapes in the business hall, which was filled with the itching powder that I had planted.
It was a sight for the eyes, watching the normally cool and aloof Demon get flustered and uncomfortable as he scratched nearly every part of his body. After scratching himself for a good ten minutes, he uneasily told me that he had to go and disappeared in haste, leaving me to run into a little corner where I couldn’t help but giggle to myself. The misery that was rolling off of him was euphoric. It was Heaven to be able to get back at him for all the misfortune he had inflicted onto my life. It was also a great bonus to be able to quench my sadistic inclinations. 
Ah yes, killing two birds with one stone. 
Life couldn’t get any better than this.
After class, I was standing on the ladder in the library, categorizing newly returned books into their proper places when the Demon returned to my side. A laugh threatened to pour from my lips when I was reminded of all the crap I pulled on him today.  
This time he was dressed in a brand new outfit. He wore a dark red dress shirt, black pants, and a perfectly lit cigarette that dangled in between his fingertips. Though he looked utterly refreshed, it was overtly clear that he was exhausted from the day he had.
“And where did you run off to?” I asked briskly, already knowing that he disappeared because he had to shower the itching powder away. From the soft red tint illuminating on the smooth skin of his chest, I could only imagine how much effort he had to exert to wash the cursed powder off of him. 
“Today’s been an awfully bad day for me,” he whispered unenthusiastically, helping me categorize the books. He picked up a hard cover book and placed it in its orderly spot. “This is about the thirteenth time I’ve changed today.”
I thought about the awful day he had gifted to me the other day. I grinned secretly at his statement, proud that I was able to garner revenge from the one who singlehandedly made my life so unpleasant. The misery gushing from him was like music to my sensibilities—I loved it. I should pick on Demons more often and make good use of this sadistic tendency of mine. Apparently it didn’t discriminate against race. Misery was misery, and no matter the source—animal, human, or Demon—it was all still sustenance to my sadistic heart. 
I feigned a look of naiveté while I grabbed a book. “You have been a bit clumsy today, haven’t you?”
He took a few more books to categorize and smiled wearily. “Every dog has his day and unfortunately, I think today is mine.” 
Yes, I thought in agreement, ready to continue with my plan now that he had returned to my side. I was ready to put the Demon through another wringer. Today is definitely your day.

I reached above myself and grabbed the biggest encyclopedia book I could find. I wasted no time in holding it up in midair, just above his head. All the while, he continued to help me categorize the books in the lower shelf, unaware of the gigantic book hanging over his head. 
With a fake gasp of shock, I loosened my grip on it and allowed it to fall under the mercy of gravity.
Thump!
“What the fu—!”
The heavy book fell onto Eclipse’s head like a boulder, triggering a cloud of dust and a roar of expletives to stream from the Demon. Stunned with pain, he dropped the books he was holding and brought his hands up to cradle the top of his head. After taking in a sharp breath to control the throbbing, Eclipse turned his gaze upwards. Shock and accusation glittered in his darkened eyes.
I blinked harmlessly at him. “Oops. Sorry. The book was too big for my hand to hold.” I blinked at him again and meekly asked, “Are you okay?”
He rubbed his head, the accusatory glare flitting from his eyes upon seeing me regard him with such innocence. He forced a smile, wiping the dust from the book off of his shirt.
“Yeah, I’m fine. It’ll take more than a book to knock me out. Don’t worry about it, Gracie.” 
The forced smile on his face abruptly evolved into an uneasy one as he continued to sweep the dust off his clothes. All of a sudden, instead of just sweeping dust away, he started to scratch himself behind his neck. Horror entered his eyes when he realized how itchy he was getting for the second time that day. 
I smiled inwardly at the sight of this. I knew that sticking itching powder in the book and making it appear like it was dust would be a good tactic. Swallowing back my laughter, I carefully stepped down from the ladder and reached for the books at the bottom of the rolling cart. Once I stacked them on top of one another, I held them to my chest. I straightened up and looked at him, peeking through the tower of books in front of me. 
“Do you want to help me carry these old books down to the basement to archive?”
His eyes bloomed at my question. He stopped scratching at once. It was apparent that he hadn’t anticipated for me to ask him for any type of assistance. “You actually want my help?”
I shrugged carelessly, making a move to walk away with the books pressed against my chest. “If you don’t want to, then that’s fine—”
“I didn’t say that,” he hastily responded, bringing me to a halt. The stack of books in my grasp shifted for a few violent seconds when he did this. “It’s just that you haven’t exactly been receptive of my presence. I figured with the silent treatment you gave me this morning, you’re still extremely pissed off with me.”
“Angry or not, you’re still here. And since you’re here, I might as well put you to good use, right?”
A doubtful spark played on his expression while he scrutinized my answer. Almost immediately, the suspicion withered away when I blinked at him in silence, my big brown eyes challenging him without showing any bluff. I was so good of an actress that even a Demon couldn’t see through me. 
Relinquishing any distrust he had for me, he smiled brightly and extended his hands out. “I’d be more than happy to help you, Gracie.” 
“Good.” 
I roughly threw the books against him, earning a gasp of pain from Eclipse when the thick spines assaulted his chest. The books that blocked my vision barely blocked his, yet when I got on the ladder to stack on several more books, Eclipse was rendered blind behind the large tower of hardcovers. 
“You good?” I asked, concealing my amusement at how silly he looked, struggling to hold onto a building of books that would put the Leaning Tower of Pisa to shame. “Or do you want me to help carry some as well?”
He gave me a forced, reassuring smile that was cloaked with masculine pride. “I’m good.”
A twitch of a grin tugged at my lips before I directed him to follow me. 
Let the games begin.
I ran to the entrance of the basement, opened the door, and went down the stairs, carefully carrying my own five books. As I walked down, my eyes peered upwards. Eclipse was walking carefully behind me, unaware of the cruel plans I had waiting for him.
I counted every step we took. 
First step . . . fifth step . . . eighth step . . . tenth step . . .
When my vigilant eyes spotted what was coming up ahead of us, I carefully jumped off the remaining set of steps to avoid it. As soon as my feet hit the ground, what I had been waiting for all day finally took place.
“Holy shi—!”
The sounds that followed were strong enough to rival thunderstorms. 
With a rough jolt, the books that Eclipse was carrying flew out of his hands, falling to the ground with loud thuds. Shortly after, the Demon himself followed suit. 
Boom! 
Boom!
Boom!
Crashing down like a bowling ball, the bone crunching echoes that sang through the basement became music to my ears. Eclipse came to a violent stop when he reached the ground floor. To add to his misery, once he hit the ground, his head accidentally hit a bucket of dirty janitorial mopping water. 
Clank.
The contents within the container knocked over, completely soaking Eclipse. 
“Holy father of Hell, what the fuck is this?” he uttered. His agonized breath heaved for air after he rolled back and realized he was drenched in dirty water.
Muttering a curse, he glumly splashed the dirty water off of him. Eclipse propelled himself into a sitting position and allowed his observant eyes to gaze up at the stairs. His eyes gradually found its way onto his shoes. Realization igniting on his face, he reached his hand out. An index finger grazed across the sole of his right shoe. He lifted his hand up, examined the residual vegetable oil present on his finger, and then glanced at the stairs once more. I followed his gaze and I deduced that he could see that one of the steps was glistening with vegetable oil.
Knowingness dawned on his face before he laid his gaze on me. 
I hugged my books to my chest, my quiet eyes meeting his. I manufactured a shocked expression. “That was a really bad fall. Are you okay?”
“Gracie,” he started tentatively, his voice soft yet filled with knowledge. He stood up and dusted himself off. His stern gaze was on me the entire time. “You didn’t have anything to do with this, did you?”
I blinked at him and conjured up another shocked expression. “Do I look like someone who has time to plan for your downfall?”
He smiled, nodding as if this statement sounded ridiculous to him as well—or at least that was what he led me to believe before he suddenly raised his hand towards me and performed a beckoning motion with it. 
On command, I felt my body fly towards him like a fish caught in a hook line.
Uh oh.
“Ahhhh!”
He caught me in midair and ripped off my white coat, revealing the strapless pink empire dress I was wearing. He suddenly pulled me into a tight embrace and allowed me to feel every inch of the hard muscles on his body. There was only one of two reasons why he did this: he either wanted to get some action or he wanted to rub the itching powder all over me as well. When I felt the godforsaken powder entrench itself onto my own skin, I was betting on the latter. 
Crap!
“Get off me, you abomination!” I bellowed, already feeling the itching powder take its effect.
With his hands raised up in surrender, he finally let me go. An innocent smile adorned his face while he placed an already lit cigarette between his lips. He comfortably took a seat on the stairs. Smoke curled around him as he scratched his neck. His amused eyes were on me as I staggered backwards, appalled with the transference of itching powder and dirty janitor water that was now stuck to my skin. 
I pointed at him accusingly, scratching my arms and collarbone in disbelief. I realized at that moment that perhaps Eclipse wasn’t as stupid and gullible as I deemed him to be. 
“Y-you knew that I’ve been purposely torturing you all along, didn’t you?”
He smirked, scratching his arms and his collarbone. He blew a bitter puff of smoke out from his lips. “Knew it as soon as you started to ignore me this morning.”
I glared at him, stunned at his admission. “Why didn’t you protect yourself then?”
Powerful shoulders shrugged before he stood up. “You wanted to torture me, to get me back for what I did, and I decided to let you.” He continued to approach me, rubbing the spot on his head where one of the encyclopedia books fell onto him. “Not exactly a nice way to spend my break away from my throne, but I figured I’ll suffer through it for you.” He flashed me a tranquil grin upon reaching me. “So can we make peace now? Are we even now?”
“We’re not even close to being even!” I shouted indignantly, restraining the impulse to kick him in the leg when I was reminded of my declining grades, my humiliation, and my sudden craving for all things sweet. I twisted to the side to scratch my lower leg. My fingernails left red scratch marks all over my skin. I had never wanted to rip my own skin off more. Damn it! Why was this itching powder so effective?
He tilted his head with lethargy. “What do you need to do to get even?”
I glared and scratched the skin around my gold bangles. “Torture you like you’ve tortured me.”
“And you haven’t been doing that all day?” he asked critically. He gestured with his hand for me to look at the state he was in: red scratch marks from the itching powder, disheveled hair from the violent fall, drenched clothes from the immersion of dirty janitorial water, and overall shitty looking appearance. 
“The definition of torture is ‘the infliction of intense pain,’” I told him stiffly. “A Demon voluntarily suffering through my antics isn’t torture on his part—it’s tolerance.”
“Unbelievable,” he griped to himself, closing his eyes while rubbing his injured head. Another string of odorless smoke flowed away from his lips. “I willingly let this girl torture me and she still isn’t satisfied.” 
I wanted to respond to that. Sadly, I couldn’t find the will to when all I wanted to do at that moment was to rip my skin off. With my feet unexpectedly feeling itchy as well, I disregarded the existence of Eclipse for a distracted second. I took off my heels and relieved the itch on each foot. Too exhausted to wear my heels, I looked up at him while standing there barefooted. 
Eclipse still had his eyes closed, rubbing his head in pain. When he opened them, he stared forward at the point where I was once standing. Perplexity met his eyes before he lowered his gaze five inches and gaped at me in confusion. A disbelieving grin took over his face. That jerk was in no way shy about making fun of something I had always felt self-conscious about.
“Whoa, where did five inches of you go?” he asked without filter, staring down at me in surprise. “Why are you suddenly a leprechaun?”
A leprechaun?!
Two pink circles embellished my cheeks. I held on tightly to my heels, debating about whether or not I should smack him with it. People rarely saw me standing without my heels. When these rare instances occurred, I always found myself feeling extremely insecure. 
“I’m . . . I’m not that short,” I responded quietly, feeling like a midget while standing next to his tall frame.
He smiled teasingly, noting the blushes that found a home on my cheeks. “I could put you in my pocket, Teacup. I think that proves how adorably small and delicate you are.”
“Te-Teacup?” I spluttered, offended by the labeling. My immaturity and offended ego got the best of me, so much so that I went crazy with my next words. “You chain-smoking jerk. You dare call me a ‘Teacup’ when you’re like a frigging assh—” I stopped, tripping over my words. I wanted to call him an “asshole,” but I didn’t want that atrocious and dirty word to come out of my mouth. Instead, I settled for, “Ashtray!”
A quizzical brow went up as a fog of smoke curled around me. 
“Ashtray?” he inquired.
“A-s-s-h-o-l-e,” I said as my nice code word for him into what his nickname truly meant. It sounded silly, but I had to admit, with all the chain-smoking he did, “Ashtray” was very fitting as well. 
“Ashtray,” Eclipse echoed, faking a hurt tone in his voice. He playfully placed a hand to his “wounded” heart while looking at me like I was the most adorable thing on earth. “Your words are like knives, Teacup.”
“Stop giving me bad grades, stop making me crave sweets, and stop torturing me,” I commanded, no longer appreciating the tangents. I didn’t have time to be made fun of. I only had time to stop him from screwing up my life. 
Upon hearing my demands, he yielded with the tangents as well. “All I need is your soul and I’ll make everything better.”
“Haven’t we established that there’s no way you’re getting my soul?”
“Then I trust we’ve established that there’s no way I’m stopping until you do?”
I glowered at him. We had reached another impasse, and once again, I found myself backed into a corner with no means of defending myself. I had other torturous things planned for him today, but everything seemed futile at this point. I could cause him pain and annoyance, but what was the point if he was merely tolerating all of it? 
The war I waged hadn’t even begun, and it appeared that I had already lost. My pride had never been more wounded. All I could do at that instant was glare and hope that he would keel over from the severity of my gaze.
“I’m going to go clean myself up,” he told me once he saw the venom in my eyes. He let out a long sigh. There was a tinge of regret in his eyes. If I didn’t know he was a Demon, I would have mistaken that glint as actual remorse. 
“I’ll keep trying to make it up to you tonight,” he assured before flicking his cigarette away. He inclined his head at me, gifting me with another one of his irresistible smiles. “I’ll see you tonight, Teacup.”
And just like all of his dramatic exits, Eclipse disappeared, leaving me by myself. 
Wonderful, I thought sullenly. After a whole day of me screwing him over, at the end of this shenanigan, I was the one who was screwed over when everything came full circle. While he was probably showering and getting rid of the itching powder, I had another hour of work left before I could relieve myself of the goddamn powder from Hell. 
Great.
Just frigging great.
It was only when I dejectedly scratched my neck, admitting defeat to myself that I could never win against the Demon of Lust, that it occurred to me there was something else I hadn’t touched on: Eclipse’s strengths. 
I gasped to myself. 
Why didn’t I think of this before? 
Eclipse's very strength was his sexuality, which happened to be his weakness as well. He was the single most sexually charged male I had ever laid eyes on. The energy that rolled off him was so intense that I could even feel it in the marrow of my bones. He was so sexually charged and the ironic thing was that he couldn’t release any of it. 
If he had sex with me, then I would die. 
If I died, then he would never get my soul. 
And Eclipse would never let me die—at least not at this stage. Since he wouldn’t let me die, then it was safe to say that he would avoid having sex with me until I agreed to be a Demon. The light bulb in my head grew brighter. And what better way to torture the Demon of Lust than dangle something in front of him that he could never have?
I smiled to myself. 
The war I nearly surrendered was back in full speed. Only this time, I wasn’t going to go after his physical state. I was going after his mental state—his self-control. I was going to torture him by seducing him and taunting him with something that he couldn’t have. 
And judging by how much he wanted my soul, how much he wanted me, and how adamant he was that I be kept alive, then in this new war, I was betting that I’d win.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"There is no rule that says good will always conquer over evil.”

12: Nosebleed
 
I took a tentative step into my apartment and poked my head into the living room to make sure that Eclipse was there. Instead of finding him sitting all regally on a chair with a cigarette between his lips, he was actually running around the kitchen, cooking what suspiciously smelled like . . . barbequed beef, barbequed pork, and scrambled eggs? 
“Hey! Hey!” I blurted out, momentarily forgetting about my plan to destroy him. I was too afraid of what he was up to in my kitchen. “What are you doing?” 
I scrambled behind the island that separated the living room from the kitchen. I leaned my arms over the counter and had to stand on my tiptoes to have a better view of what he was doing. 
“Making you dinner,” he replied charmingly. His long black sleeves were rolled up to his forearms, provocatively revealing sexy arm muscles and a new platinum Rolex watch. His black tie was undone and he couldn’t have looked more like an irresistible house husband who was making dinner in the hopes of getting back in his wife’s good graces.
Suppressing thoughts of how domestically harmless he appeared, I gave him a blank stare. I didn’t trust his motives. “Did I request that you make me dinner?” 
“No, I insist on making you dinner,” he said with easy charisma. 
A dry laugh issued from my mouth. “Insist on making me dinner, huh? Just like you insisted on barging in on my once peaceful life and ruining everything?”
“Teacup,” he began, scooping rice out of the rice cooker and putting it on a plate, “you have to understand that what’s happening to you is just business. It’s nothing personal.”
It took all my willpower to not grab the vase beside me and chuck it at him.
“How could torturing me not be considered personal?” I asked through gritted teeth.
“Because as a Demon, it is my business and ultimate duty to acquire the commodity that I seek—your soul being my prized possession.” He flashed me a smile, proudly picking up the plate of rice and heading over to the dinner table. “But business aside, I’ve taken quite a liking to you, Gracie. For tonight, it’s no longer business. I’m not going to be any less attentive when it comes to doting on you and endeavoring to get on your good side.” He gave me a brighter smile before sliding an arm around my waist. He herded me in the direction of the dinner table. It was overflowing with everything I could possibly want to eat for dinner. “You’ve been lusting after some nicely cooked barbequed pork, beef, scrambled eggs, and other little goodies, so I’ve decided to give you what you crave—at absolutely no cost.” 
“Did you spike it with some of that demonic cocaine to triple the calories or something?” I asked wryly, wriggling myself out of his grasp. 
“On the contrary,” he replied with ease, taking no offense to my actions. He allowed me to slip free from his hold. “This has absolutely no calories. It is a guilt-free dinner.” 
I had to use every ounce of control at my disposal to not ravage the delicious looking food in front of me. I wanted the food, but I wanted to defeat Eclipse more. 
My gaze on him was firm and unyielding. “I’m not done with my quest for revenge.”
“To be perfectly honest, Gracie,” he prompted with a sigh, obviously tired of my belief that I could actually do anything to get back at him, “what exactly do you think you can do to torture me?” He assessed my petite frame and held back a smile. “You can hit me, smack me, or punch me, but you know it’s not going to do much good. There’s only so much a human can do to a Demon. I’m afraid to say that I think you’ve met your quota.”
That was my competitive cue.
Game on.
I had no idea what I was doing. I was wearing my trench coat and with easy grace, I took it off and allowed the white fabric to glide seductively down to my feet. With my skin growing hot, I unclipped the diamond clip from my hair and allowed my wavy curls to cascade past my bare shoulders. I was still wearing my strapless pink empire dress that stopped at my thighs. I wouldn’t normally consider it to be a provocative dress. However, when I gathered my long black hair and placed it over one shoulder, I knew the amount of skin displayed from my shoulder alone would be enough to drive Eclipse insane. The sight of an inexperienced virgin trying to woo the Demon of Lust was not something one would see everyday. What male in their right mind would not find this to be a turn on?
“What are you doing, Gracie?” Eclipse asked, his typically cool façade unraveling at the vision of me in such a provocative manner. 
He was staring at me like I was a succulent treat that he couldn’t wait to get his hands on. From the way his muscles were bunching up, I suspected that the Demon of Lust within him was fighting to come out. To the same degree, the apparent frustration within him was clear. He was doing everything he could to stay in control, to keep himself from lunging at me and doing what came naturally.
“Nothing,” I murmured, approaching him as my big brown eyes gazed into his with innocence. 
As I stepped forward, something incredible happened: the great and powerful Demon of Lust . . . took a step back.
It astounded me to see the control dissipate out of Eclipse’s eyes. This in itself made me feel incredible and powerful. With every advancing step I took, he took his own step of retreat. Though his actions were prey-like, his expression was nothing short of predatory. 
“I know what you’re trying to do,” he said through clenched teeth. For the first time, true anger lined his voice as he continued to retreat.
I was unfazed by the admonishing tone in his voice. I continued to follow him with my heels clicking in the tense silence. “So?”
“So stop it,” he gritted out with savage, frustrated eyes. He circled around the couch, keeping close to the walls of my living room and keeping a hefty distance between us. “If I sleep with you now, you’ll die.”
“But you won’t,” I supplied knowingly.
He was no longer retreating. He was simply walking in a circle now—a slow and deliberate circle around the apartment while I followed closely behind. 
“How do you know I won’t sleep with you?” he countered.
I assessed the muscles straining in his body and the misery marked on his face. “If you planned on it, then you would’ve taken me as soon as I took my coat off—or as soon as you met me that first night.”
A dangerous smile crossed his lips. “Tempting me of all people isn’t the smartest thing to do, Gracie. I’m not a Demon known for his chastity.” His eyes darkened ominously. “Now, stop it. You’re pissing me off.” 
“Then stop making me accident-prone, stop messing around with my calorie intake, and stop giving me bad grades.”
Fury morphed onto his features. He glared at me and stopped in his tracks. “You’re risking life and death just to get me to stop messing with your stupid grades?” 
He grew angrier. 
Then, before I could even blink an eye, he sped towards me, efficiently devouring the air between us. He was suddenly standing in front of me, shocking me so much with his abrupt proximity that I froze completely. 
“You think this is torture?” he prompted irately, scaring all the fibers that made me human. The ferocity of his reaction left me stunned with fear. “How do you think your life will play out if it gets out that you were the six-year-old child who murdered her own family?”
My terrified eyes broadened at the prospect. 
He went on, showing me exactly why he was such a powerful Demon, and why—despite his obvious liking to me—he wasn’t the Demon to piss off. 
“Do you think your grades would matter then? Do you think your acquaintances will want to be near you after that? No one will want anything to do with you—they wouldn’t even want to be around you. You thought it was bad when everyone stared at you in class? When your pompous little professor embarrassed you and put you on the spot?” His eyes turned cold, and I could feel the chills slide down my spine. “How do you think life is going to play out for you if everyone finds out about your fucked up past? If the media gets hold of your true identity? If those religious freaks find out what the child-murderer looks like now? And when all of that comes to pass—when you’re neck-deep in that type of misery—would you think then that getting bad grades, tripping every now and then, and getting fat would measure up to the type of torture I could actually bestow upon you?”
I blinked at him, my heart hammering with unrivaled terror. I had no idea how to respond.
Upon seeing the fear in my eyes and taking note of my defeated posture, the severity in Eclipse’s eyes cooled. He did not want to scare me, but he wasn’t going to back down if pushed past his own limits.
“Do not tempt me again,” he growled with finality before moving away from me. He stormed into the hall where he marched into the bathroom and slammed the door shut. The apartment shook from the aftershock of his strength. The next thing I heard was the water running, and I imagined he was showering with cold water because all I could hear was a string of curses about how “fucking cold” the “fucking water” was.
Beyond shocked at how angry Eclipse was, I went back to my room, completely taken aback by how the wheel of fortune came back at full reversal and knocked me out with its anger. 
Well, that plan backfired, I gloomily thought long moments later. 
I wasn’t sure how long I sat in my room, turning over the pages of the scene that took place in my living room. I couldn’t believe how in a matter of seconds, Eclipse went from being a charming Demon to a no-nonsense Alpha Demon. I wanted to hate him because as a human being, it was in my nature to want to blame others for my flaws. At the same time, as an evolved human who had been conditioned by the environment around her to know better, I reflected on all that I did and eventually concluded (despite my own resentment) that it was slightly my fault that he was pushed over the edge. 
What he was doing to me was messed up, yes, but I got him back by screwing around with him all day. If all of that wasn’t enough, I took the low blow route and went after his sexual prowess because I knew he couldn’t have sex with me (or else he’d kill me and apparently he was adamant on not doing so). I pushed him to a corner and he attacked back—hard. It was a screwed up fight, and I hated that its origin traced back to me. 
I cursed under my breath, bitter at how I was too politically correct at times. Unfortunately for my pride, I knew what I had to do. I was a sadistic and disturbed person, but I was also considerate and fair. I could admit when I was wrong.
“Eclipse?” I whispered tentatively. I stepped out of my bedroom and into the hall where I found him back in the kitchen, scooping a batch of warm rice from the rice cooker. He was dressed in the same outfit he wore earlier. Only this time, his hair was wet from his shower and parts of his smooth skin were still misty from the water. With his lips holding onto his cigarette, he looked as refreshed, cool, and collected as ever.
“Yes, Gracie?” he responded evenly, his voice leaving no trace of anger. He looked completely serene, like he was already over what had just happened. 
Whether he was over it or not, I still felt the need to apologize. If not for my own peace of mind, then for safety reasons—in case the Demon deemed me to be too annoying to be allowed to live any longer.
“I shouldn’t have used sex as a weapon,” I told him at once, stepping closer to the kitchen island. My voice was quiet while my fingers nervously fidgeted with one another. 
He spared a glance at me. Interest flickered in his gaze. He didn’t say anything and merely listened to me as I went on.
“That was really messed up of me. It was a low blow because I knew you couldn’t do anything about it. I shouldn’t have gone there—”
“Not couldn’t,” he corrected, interrupting me. 
“Huh?”
“Not couldn’t,” he repeated, straightening up to his full and impressive six-foot height. “I could have done everything about it. I could have thrown you onto this kitchen counter, wrapped myself over you, and given you a taste of something so out of this world that you would never come back to earth again.” His lips curved faintly. “Make no mistake about it; there’s a lot I could do, but the keyword here is that I wouldn’t do anything about it. It was my own choice not to do anything because I chose to place your survival above my needs. Such a gift of selflessness is something I rarely showcase, so I would very much appreciate not having it spit back in my face.”
“Fine,” I gritted out. “I’m sorry for using sex as a weapon. It was messed up on my part and now I’m apologizing. Will you accept my apology or not?”
He smiled lightly, nodding at me. I had the feeling he would have forgiven me regardless of whether or not I apologized. 
“Apology accepted.” He picked up a plate of rice and handed it to me. “Now accept my apology and eat the dinner I cooked for you. I imagine your little tummy is starving from such an eventful day.”
I had no more arguments to give. I didn’t trust him, but at that point, I was beyond reason. I was ravenous and no longer cared what the consequences of eating his demonic food would be. I had already apologized to a Demon I was trying all day to screw over; I already lost any self-respect I had for the day. I might as well say, “screw it” and eat some good food while I was at it. 
After grabbing a glass from the cupboard, I opened the freezer. I was reaching in to grab some ice when I felt a whiff of warm air circle around me. Something hard covered itself over me, pressing onto my body and making me feel every hard inch of that something’s impressive physique. 
I gasped as Eclipse spun me around to face him. The opened freezer felt cold against my back while the heat jumping off Eclipse’s body made me burn all over on the front. Although I could feel all the cold air behind me, the heat from his body easily overshadowed it. The breath stalled in my chest when I felt him slide a protective arm around my waist. He held my eyes in silence as he pulled me closer to him and brought me onto my tiptoes.
Oh my. 
There was no seduction radiating from him, no sexual innuendos, and no demonic lust that had me feeling powerless. It was just him—just Eclipse and the way he stared at me. Silence presided over us. It was so quiet that I could hear my own heartbeat thumping in my ears. My entire body nearly boiled over when he tugged me closer to him. My traitorous hands trembled as I battled the urge to run my fingertips over every muscle on his beautiful body. 
“Don’t touch me,” he rasped, reading my mind. He gazed at my lips as though he had never seen anything more fascinating. I shared in this fascination while I stared at his lips. He had the most perfect set of lips—lips that were created to be kissed, to be admired. “I’d lose all control if you did.”
He then bent forward, his lips an inch away from mine. My heart thundered with need while heat continued to shroud over me.
This was so hot.
A small kiss wouldn’t hurt, I reasoned to myself. It wouldn’t hurt if I just— 
Something hot trickled from my nose, stealing my attention. I instinctively touched it, ready to wipe it away so that I could continue to admire Eclipse and his beauty.
Horror clutched me when I realized that there was blood on my fingers.
“My nose is bleeding!” I cried after I grazed my finger underneath my nose. I gaped at him with elevated terror. The blood felt hot and terrifying on my fingertips. Oh my God. I had heard fangirls joke about getting nosebleeds when a hot guy turned them on, but what kind of loser would actually experience something like this?
“I barely touched you, Gracie,” Eclipse said tightly, taking a step away from me. 
I scrambled away from him to grab a towel to dab under my stupid nose. I gawked at him in astonishment when something unsettling occurred to me.
“You gave me a nosebleed on purpose?!” I shouted through my towel, utterly outraged. 
“This is how it is with someone like me,” he grounded out. Anger, need, and guilt suffused his eyes as he noted the blood trickling from my nose. It was difficult for him to witness this ridiculousness as well. “I barely touched you and you’re already bleeding. What do you think is going to happen if I kissed you? If I ripped your clothes off and covered my body over yours? If I actually took you to bed and made you mine? Do you think you could handle it? Do you think that human body of yours could handle anything I give you if I lost control?” 
He sighed, taking a step further away from me. Disappointment marred his handsome face. 
“Demons are not known to be disciplined entities. For myself, I am certainly not known for my ability to say no to the things I desire.” A crestfallen expression cloaked his features. The sexual frustration emanating from him was so thick that you could cut it with a knife. “Do not tempt me anymore, Teacup. Do not do what you just did unless you’re a Demon and you can handle what I want to give you. Because in the future, I doubt I’ll be so well-behaved.” 
He didn’t need to tell me twice!
There was no way I was going to be tempting a sexually frustrated Demon ever again. I got a nosebleed from the mere prospect of kissing him! What on earth would happen to me if he actually lost control and threw me into bed? I gasped inwardly at the thought. Oh my flying pig, I made light of this before, but this guy was literally death in its most tempting form! I had to make sure I was careful around him in the future; I feared that my next experience would not end with a mere nosebleed.
“Don’t worry,” I passionately assured through the towel covering my nose. There was determination in my big brown eyes. “I don’t want another nosebleed so I won’t ever try to seduce you anymore as a plan for revenge. I mean, to be honest, I don’t even want to be near you right now."
His expression mirrored that of a boy who had just been told that he was no longer allowed to have any dessert. It was clear that he hated this state in his life—to be teased by a girl and to not be able to do anything about it in fear of killing her. Even though he looked sad and miserable, he closed his eyes and nodded in bitter approval anyway. He knew that it was better to have me fear him sexually than to be stupid and throw myself at him again. 
“Well then,” Eclipse launched after opening his eyes. His critical gaze locked onto mine. “Thank you for ruining my night with that little tease-fest of yours, Teacup. If you must know, you just won because I’m completely miserable right now.”
I didn’t feel like a winner though. I was the one with the bloody nose. If anything, I felt like a loser.  
I merely blinked at him while I tried to control the flow of my blood by cocking my head upwards. From the corner of my eye, I could see him breathe in sourness. He wasn’t angry with me, but he was bitter, and bitterness and disappointment weren’t afflictions he enjoyed.
With a long breath and a self-mocking smile, he began to back away from me. Before departing, he gave me a nod of goodbye and parting words that effectively told me that even though he had forgiven me for making him angry, he hadn’t forgiven me for making him horny and teasing the hell out of him. 
Unfortunately for me, business had just gotten mixed up with pleasure. He was about to show me the consequences of teasing a sexually frustrated Demon. 
“Oh and don’t bother studying,” he uttered before disappearing into thin air and leaving me with the urge to cry as I spent the rest of the night tending to my bleeding nose. “For your cruel actions tonight, you’ll be getting an F on tomorrow’s exam and all the exams to follow. Have a wonderful night, Teacup.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“So why are you fighting, silly human?”

13:  The Third Wheel of Fortune
 
By the time Friday rolled around, I was ready to jump for joy. 
In my little over twenty years of existence, I had never seen an individual receive so many F’s on her grade reports in my life—and this was stemming from the fact that the individual studied her butt off and actually did the work correctly!
I stood in front of the school’s bathroom mirror and gladly washed my hands with soap. I was incredibly excited to start my weekend. Granted, I could never really get a vacation from Eclipse—unless I gave him my soul and even then I’d probably never get rid of him because he’d, well, own me—but at least I could get a break from seeing my school assignments bleed with the red markings of a bad grade.
Eclipse, as charming and nice as he was to me, was the epitome of a two-faced jerk. He was nice to my face, but did evil things behind my back. You would think he’d cut back on the crap and give me C’s or something, but the F’s just kept coming. Though he didn’t show it, I had a strong inkling that he was still super pissed at how I tried to use sex as a weapon against him and was still punishing me for it. I understood that he was upset, but the punishments were plain ridiculous. In one of my classes, we got a progress report and I found that I was getting low scores in attendance points. The shitty part was that I went to class everyday! 
This was the prime example of why you should never piss off a Demon. No matter how nice they were to you and no matter how smitten they may seem to be with you, if you piss them off, then you’re on their shit-list. And let me tell you, that’s quite possibly the worst list to be on. 
After washing my hands and wiping them dry, I decided to take another approach with Eclipse. From this point forward, I would simply go with the flow and allow him to do whatever he wanted. The only time I would stand my ground was to reject him when he asked for my soul. I imagined a human girl could only amuse a Demon of his “caliber” for so long before he got bored. Until then, I had to go about my life as normally as possible. If I wanted any chance of making it out of this ordeal alive and sane, I had to persevere. 
Nodding internally at that decision, I was promptly reminded that “normal” meant indulging in my sadistic tendencies, which I hadn’t been able to enjoy for a while now. In an effort to allow everything to resume as usual, I swiftly held my palm out and pressed on the anti-bacterial dispenser a few times. After I was satisfied with the amount, I casually tossed the soap onto the tiles. I washed my hands again before skirting around my little booby trap and heading for the exit. I opened the door and spotted two of my female classmates walking my way. I smiled, holding out the door for them to glide through.
“Thanks, Grace!” the two girls said in unison, their sweet smiles filled with appreciation when they walked past me.
I beamed brightly, releasing the door and allowing it to close behind me. “No problem! Have a good weekend, yeah? I’ll see you guys Monday!”
“You too!
“Bye Grac—Ahhh!”
The door swung shut just as their screams echoed through the walls of the bathroom. My sweet smile metamorphosed into one of relief as I savored in their misery. What a great way to relax after a tiring week.
“Grace!”
I whipped around as I stepped out of the business hall and onto the school campus. I followed the direction of the cheery and out-of-breath voice. My face beamed when I saw Dawn running towards me in her cute black dress. Her brown hair blew in the cold afternoon wind as she hopped over to me. It occurred to me that I hadn’t seen her in a while and that I had come to miss her. You never know how much you’ll miss your girlfriends until you have the Demon of Lust hanging around you 24/7, making your life a living Hell.
“Dawn,” I greeted cheerily. I couldn’t control my smile upon seeing her. Much like her name, her simple presence was like a beam of sunray in my dark and overcast world. “What’s up?”
“Grace, I’ve been looking for you.” She attempted to catch her breath once she reached me. “Where have you been all week? You haven’t returned my calls.”
“Oh, I’m sorry! I’ve been meaning to call you back. I’ve been so busy”—being tortured by a Demon! I wanted to scream out—“with school this week. I completely forgot about everything else.”
“Oh no,” she squeaked out, her eyes wide like saucers. “Does that mean you forgot about this Saturday?”
I stared at her in confusion. “What’s going on this Saturday?”
“Grace!” she exclaimed, dismayed that I actually forgot. “Date? Remember? With my former advisee? Don? The guy from my church? The one you have a crush on? Remember how excited you were when I introduced you guys and he asked you to hang out?”
My eyes grew wider and wider with every point she listed.
“Oh no! I can’t believe I forgot!” I gasped, shocked that I had actually forgotten about the date that I had been so excited about. 
Don was the equivalent of Ken from “Ken & Barbie.” In lieu of blonde hair, he had perfectly gelled and styled black hair. His typical style consisted of sophisticated collared t-shirts and khaki pants that were very cute and clean-cut. I had been eyeing him since I met him at one of Dawn’s parties. He was from her church and was also a former advisee of hers at the school before he transferred to another university. He was extremely good-looking and I couldn’t help but have a crush on him. With Dawn’s encouragement at one of the dinners she hosted, I went up to him, worked my charm, and apparently had made a really good impression because he called Dawn the next day to bug her to set us up on a date.   
I was over the moon because he was exactly the type of guy I had been looking for. He was cute, well-spoken, extremely well-mannered, and had admirable morals. He was the complete opposite of Eclipse, who was intensely arrogant, exhausting, and sinful. In short, Don was the type of guy you married, and Eclipse was the type of guy you fantasized about when you wanted to cheat on your husband. Luckily for me, I was only looking for the husband type.
I felt my interest flare up at the thought of going on a date with Don. This counted as getting back to the normalcy of life! I had a big crush on Don, and Demon or no Demon, I was determined to get my date with a potential future husband. The only problem was to avoid having a Demon follow me on the date. Because let’s be real: the normalcy of life did not include having an invisible Demon as a third wheel on your date. 
I swallowed heavily, my head already throbbing when I mulled over how I was going to have a nice private date with Don without being sabotaged by Eclipse. I could deal with the Demon screwing up my grades, making me trip all over the place, and messing around with my calorie-intake. I drew the line at having him accompany me on a date where I was trying to make a good impression on a guy I really liked. 
I groaned to myself, not knowing how I was going to resolve this dilemma. 
Forget about being nervous on first dates. 
I was nervous as to how I would escape to get on my first date!
 
●●●
“What are you up to tomorrow?”
Walking beside me while I pushed the shopping cart in the grocery store, Eclipse’s eyes were roaming every which way. I was doing my much-needed grocery shopping, and he was doing his much un-needed tagging along.
“Homework and studying. You know, same old,” I mumbled awkwardly, already thinking about the outfit I wanted to wear on my date with Don. 
I narrowed it down to a pink polka dot empire dress or a white sleeveless dress that looked more innocent and pure. I glanced at Eclipse with my shifty eyes and decided right then and there that I would wear the white dress. I needed Don to see that I was wife material. Nothing would help a guy realize this more than seeing a girl dressed in a short and sexy, but extremely classy and demure, white dress. 
“Why were your eyes all shifty when you said that?” Eclipse asked suspiciously, catching me just when I decided that it would be a nice touch to wear a white headband as an accessory to the outfit.
“My eyes aren’t shifty,” I retorted quickly, trying to keep my eyes centered on him instead of avoiding eye contact, which was a sure sign of shiftiness. 
“Now you’re blinking a lot,” he noted.
“I-I have something in my eyes!” I declared dramatically. I pretended to rub my eyes to get nonexistent dust out of them.
Though uncertain of what I was doing, Eclipse still came over and attempted to help me blow the nonexistent dust out of my eyes. 
“No, no! It’s okay, I got it,” I said before my hands made contact with his chest—or more precisely, his pectoral muscles. 
Holy moly, that body is rock hard! I distractedly thought when I laid my hands on him to push him away from me. I could feel his body heat seep from the cotton shirt and jump onto my skin, making my body tingle from a simple touch. At that moment, I clearly remembered the nosebleed I got from the prospect of nearly kissing him and remembered why I had to go on this date with Don. I may never be physically or sexually satisfied with my future husband after having Eclipse come into my life, but I would not let him ruin my life any further than he already had. 
Completely forgetting about my shifty eyes, Eclipse grinned when he saw me retract my hands away in haste. Our bodies touching were enough to ignite a fire within our respective bodies, and I knew he had felt that too. He may not be able to quench the sexual frustration emanating from him through physical means, but he was still adamant on charming the hell out of me through psychological means.
I remembered him telling me that he planned on wooing me, seducing me, and eventually getting me into bed. I feared that his wooing had begun. He was going to start putting his heart into it now. 
In the middle of the deserted canned aisle, Eclipse laid a comfortable hold on my hips and pulled me close to him. 
His smile turned sensuous as he gazed down at me. “Let’s do something fun tomorrow night. All you do is study, work, and complain about how miserable I’m making you”—I frowned when he mentioned this—“so how about we go out, and I make it up to you by spoiling you on our dates?  Maybe we can see a movie and then go out to dinner afterwards? Isn’t that what you humans do? You go on dates as your way of courting one another?”
“I already told you—I have school things to do,” I uttered, using all I had to scamper away from his hold. “I may be getting bad grades, but I’m in school because I want to learn. I’m not going to skip out on my duties as a student. It would be a waste of tuition money if I did that. No. I have to study tomorrow. It’s the right thing to do.”
His eyes morphed into suspicious slits. “Why did your eyes twitch when you said that?”
“What are you, an optometrist? Stop making observations about the behavior of my eyes!” I shouted, freaked out that he was paying such close attention. I was normally such a good actress. Why was I so bad when I was around him? 
Maybe it’s because he gave you a bloody nose prior to even kissing you and he could do more harm if you piss him off, my mind answered for me, making me twitchier than before.
I pushed my cart away and marched out of the aisle. I tried to lose him, but he was like a shadow. No matter how hard I tried to evade him, he would always be right on my heels.
“What do you even do for fun, Gracie?” he inquired, folding his arms with a pout on his lips. His footsteps mirrored the speed at which I was pushing my cart. “I mean, I’m feeling a bit misled right now.”
I gave him a blank stare and then pretended to be interested in the variety of hot sauce on the shelf. “How so?”
“Well, when I first met you, you were clubbing with your girlfriends. I assumed you were a party animal with sadistic inclinations. I didn’t know I was about to court some goody two-shoes nerd with sadistic tendencies. Like I said, I feel very misled.”
I stopped what I was doing and gaped at him with this new development. “Wait. Are you saying you didn’t know anything about my life prior to that night?”
He nodded as affirmation. “That was my first night seeing you.”
“So you knew absolutely nothing about my life before that moment?” I asked again.
He nodded once more. “Yeah. Other than the infamous killing that everyone else in Hell knows about, that was all I knew.”
“So the only thing you got on me is that you can pop up wherever I am?”
Eclipse looked at me strangely. He was clearly wondering why I would ask such a random question. “No. Not exactly.”
My heart almost skipped a beat at this ray of hope. Trying to not appear so suspiciously interested, I pretended to push the cart again while casually asking, “What do you mean, ‘not exactly’?”
“My powers are limited,” he quietly revealed, walking beside me while we moved past the condiments aisle and ventured into the noodle aisle. “I can’t pop up wherever you are. I don’t have a GPS in my head. I can only pop up in places where I think you are.”
I stopped again, becoming more and more shocked with all that he was revealing. I couldn’t believe it. He was normally so secretive and rarely confided in me about these types of things. Even though this tidbit was only a small amount of information, I was finding every sentence as valuable as the next. 
“How were you always so accurate then?” I spluttered out, thinking back to all those times where he popped in on me. “You always pop up in the right place.”
“Not exactly,” he corrected. He blushed slightly at having to amend my disillusions about him and his seemingly endless powers. “There were more than several times where I popped into the wrong places and you weren’t there. Luckily you’re a pretty habitual person. You have a schedule you follow for places you need to be. With that knowledge in mind, I just pop in and hope I find you. The majority of the time, I do.” 
I recalled all those times where he materialized in at my apartment, in class, and in the library. He appeared in all the places I frequented often—essentially all the places that even a human stalker could find me if they knew my college schedule. An upsurge of relief washed over me. All of a sudden, Eclipse wasn’t as omniscient as I had once thought he was. 
Logic would dictate that if I broke the habit and disappeared for my date, he would not be able to find me. I smiled to myself, feeling more confident about my plans to ditch him so I could go on a date with Don. There was actually a chance I could have a normal date. Oh gosh, this was so exciting. 
Clearing my throat to not sound so elated, I tried to act normal by answering the initial question he posed about giving him the wrong first impression. 
“Well, if you were watching me that night, then you’d notice that I didn’t do much but sit in the corner, drink with my friends, and sit back while they danced. Did you even see me do anything other than sit there and go online with my phone?”
He considered my question. “Come to think of it, you’re right. You didn’t do anything at all. You just kind of sat there, took care of your friends, and went home.” Laughter issued from the depths of his chest. He gazed down at me in adoration. “You’re a twenty-year-old girl and you’re about to turn twenty-one, Teacup. You need to have more of a social life aside from pretending to be a partier when you’re not . . .”
I swallowed tightly at his comment. It hit too close to home. I had always enjoyed being a solitary person rather than a social butterfly. This was not a trait that anyone ever knew about me. It felt odd to be called out by Eclipse. Truthfully, I couldn’t let his comment slide without defending myself. 
“I find that there’s nothing wrong with my behavior. I’m a student right now and my main priority is studying. Partying can be done after graduation, when I secure my dream job—which reminds me,” I prompted, going right into my plans of ditching him. I had to plant the seed before the plan could truly grow and commence. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t bug me at the library tomorrow. I need to get all my schoolwork done so I can volunteer on Sunday without having to rush back to complete my assignments. I would be more productive if I was alone.”
He grinned at this. 
“I see,” he said slowly. He approached me and stroked the length of my cheek with his hand. Jolts of electricity surged through my body as he teased me. “So you’re telling me you’d appreciate it if I could leave you alone so you wouldn’t be distracted?”
“Yes,” I replied simply, my breath hilted in my chest at his close proximity. I hoped he wouldn’t try to kiss me. I couldn’t handle another bloody nose.  
He let out a long breath and lazily traced the contour of my jaw with his finger. “There’s more to life than the plans you make for it, Gracie. Some of the best things in life are un-planned.” His voice was a soft purr that left me hypnotized. I instinctively inched in for his continued caress until he abruptly pulled away, ending my spellbound state. “But it is your choice how you want to spend your time. If you want to spend an entire Saturday studying, then so be it.”
“Be it, it will,” I replied with conviction, fighting to not appear affected by his subtle seduction. I resumed with pushing the cart around the store.  
“Something’s off about you today, Teacup,” Eclipse said minutes later.
My heart jolted to a stop.
I quelled my impulse to panic by casually inspecting the nutrient contents of some frozen food. “What’s off about me?”
He took a second to study my expression, to detect some abnormality in my demeanor. When it seemed that he found nothing that stood out to him, he said, “It’s probably nothing.” He appraised me one final time before adding, “I’m sure I’m mistaken.”
I smiled uncomfortably at him. My insides quaked at the possibility of him seeing through my acting skills and ruining my date tomorrow. When he said no more, Eclipse continued to shop with me, being all sexy, crowding, and irresistible, as usual. All the while as this occurred, I tried to be as aloof, distant, and as resistible as possible. 
By the time the shopping excursion ended, Eclipse had disappeared, and I was left alone. 
I was nervous with how to proceed with my plans for my date. I wasn’t dumb—I knew Eclipse would come check up on me tomorrow. I just had to be smarter and sneakier than him. I had to be ten steps ahead of him.
Thinking of my future husband Don as my incentive, I rallied together all my courage before getting into bed later that night to prepare for my “Mission Impossible” task.
Eclipse or no Eclipse—nothing was stopping me from going on my date tomorrow.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"Why are you fighting when there is no hope for you to begin with?”

14: DonKi
 
I spent an hour hiding in the library closet the next Saturday evening. 
It wasn’t necessarily how I envisioned my “Mission Impossible” day to pan out, but it was the best tactic I could come up with. There was only so much a human girl could do in her battle to get away from her Demon. Pretending that I was at the library all day was my best line of attack. 
I came in, sat my butt down at 1:00 P.M., and set about doing homework at the computer lab all afternoon. Eclipse hadn’t popped in to bother me, presumably to be considerate and give me my alone time to study. When 6:00 P.M. rolled around, I casually gathered my things, went to the bathroom, and then strategically changed clothes to further help me lose him. I even went as far as wearing a big black hoodie and oversized jeans that had to be pulled up every time I made any movements. After emerging from the bathroom in a whole new outfit, I decided that it would be smart to hide in one of the library’s closets for a while in case he started to look for me. Once an hour passed, I scampered out of the closet, hurried out of the library, and ran straight to the subway station to meet Don for our date. 
Run, Grace. Run! I urged myself while holding onto my baggy pants. 
I bumped into people as I hastily hopped onto the platform and threw myself into the subway. It was the most dramatic getaway I ever made in my life. Once I arrived at the theater, I scurried into the bathroom and changed into my evening outfit: a nice white dress paired with a white headband to finish off the look. After applying pink lip-gloss and switching my tennis shoes with my white pumps, I ran back into the main lobby. This time, instead of looking like a grungy criminal, I exhibited womanly grace. I was finally back in my own element. 
My heart was racing, and I could not keep the smile off of my face as I stood in the lobby. I was grateful that I could relax while I waited for Don to appear. Even though I arrived fifteen minutes early, I didn’t mind the wait. I took the time to think over my day and revel in the fact that I was able to successfully ditch Eclipse. 
I’m so awesome. 
I was feeling so proud of myself that I almost didn’t notice my phone ringing. I dug into my purse and took my phone out to check the screen.
Don Calling . . .
“Hi Don!” I answered a bit too cheerily. I could not control the cheeky grin on my face. After a week of torturous abnormality, I was incredibly relieved to be having a normal date night.
“Hey Grace!” he greeted with the same excitement. I could hear the sounds of people talking and cars whirring around in the background. “I’m sorry. I just got out of work. I’m hopping into a cab right now. I’m going to be a little late. I hope you don’t mind waiting a bit longer.”
“It’s okay!” I assured him. “I’ll go inside first and save us seats. I’ll text you the area I’ll be sitting at.”
“Okay.” I could hear the smile in his voice. He was thankful that I wasn’t angry with him for being late. “Can’t wait to see you soon, Grace.”
“Me too, Don,” I replied with a widening grin. 
I put my phone on silent before I ventured into the theater and fought my way through the crowd in order to claim good seats. I loved watching movies and was an absolute fiend when it came to procuring good seats. If I could help it, I’d always sit in the center so I could have the best view in the house. It went without saying that I was ecstatic to see that my seats of choice had yet to be taken. 
Hurrying down the row, I happily sat down on the plush red seat and placed my bag on the seat to my right to save for Don. 
CENTER SEATS (^__^)V.

I texted him with a smile on my face. 
After adjusting myself in my seat, I gleefully took out my snack bag of baby carrots. I was ready to munch on them when my nostrils detected a delicious smelling scent that had my mouth watering beyond comprehension. 
What the . . .?
I turned to the seat on my left. My eyes bloomed when I discovered what I was sitting next to. Beside me was an attractive looking jumbo soda cup, a couple of curvaceous looking burgers, some delicious looking hotdogs, and a provocative box of popcorn—all of which were staring seductively back at me. If all of that wasn’t mouthwatering enough, the owner of these succulent treats was none other than Eclipse himself.
I mentally groaned once I laid eyes on him.
Fuck. My. Life.
He was sitting there regally, like the Prince he was. With a carefree smile on his face, he carefully placed his box of scrumptious food on the seat beside him. He exhaled smoke from his lips and took a satisfied sip of his soda. His eyes met mine after depositing his drink into the cup holder. 
 “You know,” he started in a lackadaisical tone, “for a bookworm who was ‘studying’ in the library an hour ago, you definitely seem to have lost your way.”
“You have to leave!” I shrieked, struggling to find my earpiece so I didn’t appear like a total wacko. The last thing I needed was for everyone in this theater to wonder why I was talking to an invisible friend. I stuck the earpiece to my ear and pretended to stretch. While doing so, I glared at him from the corner of my eye. “This is a private meeting. You can’t be here. Leave.”
Instead of replying, Eclipse merely grinned and continued smoking. His eyes grazed over my headband and then appreciatively ran down to my dress. His grin morphed into a sensuous smirk that nearly had me melting from its heat.
“What?” I asked, staring at him. I hated how self-conscious he made me feel just by looking at me like that.
“You look absolutely gorgeous, Gracie.”
A blush ignited on my face. I did not expect that compliment. 
Shifting uncomfortably in my seat, I purposely disregarded the kind words and went on to say, “How’d you find me?”
“I popped in to bring you a snack for all that studying you were doing. It was hard to miss the sight of this short little girl running out of the library wearing an oversized hoodie and baggy pants.” Amusement colored his voice as he casually slipped a powerful arm around my waist, pulling me closer and allowing me to bask in the allure of his scent. “Plus, I knew there was something off about you yesterday. You’re not as sneaky as you’d like to think, Teacup—at least not with me.” 
“Look, I know I shouldn’t have tried to trick you, but I’m on a date,” I admitted in frustration. I attempted to pull out of his hold, but he only held on tighter. Not wanting to look like a total nutcase, I sat still. “I don’t need you sitting here distracting me while I’m trying to make a good impression. This guy might be my future husband. However adamant you are in destroying my future, I would very much like to salvage what’s left of it by at least securing myself a potential husband.”
An amused brow arched at my disclosure.
“Future husband, huh?” Eclipse asked with easygoing interest. “He’s like my competition then?”
“Competition would entail you having a chance to win,” I said dismissively, my expression severe. “Since you’re a Demon hell-bent on owning my soul, I think that would take you out of the running of being a good candidate to be someone’s husband, don’t you think?”
“Demons definitely don’t make good husbands,” he agreed carelessly, pressing his sexy body against mine. “So, what’s his name?” Eclipse then asked, his tone uninterested while he stroked the length of my hair, giving absolutely no regard to the fact that my date might make an appearance soon.
“Don,” I slowly answered after taking a few seconds to debate on whether or not I should tell him. I made sure to keep my eyes staring straight ahead. 
I could feel his eyes on me, staring at me in suspicion. I secretly hoped that he wouldn’t dig any further. True to his cunning nature, the Demon was able to detect the anomaly in my behavior, and like the predator he was, he pounced on it. 
“What’s his full name?”
“That’s his name,” I said stiffly, refusing to make eye contact. I didn’t want to reveal Don’s full name. I knew Eclipse too well; I knew what he’d do with that information.
However determined I was on not telling him, Eclipse was equally as determined on digging the information out of me. “What’s his full name, Gracie?”
I mentally groaned, concluding that it would be pointless to keep it from him. Eclipse was not the type to leave me alone. He would bug me to the end of my lifetime until I told him the truth. 
“. . . Ki,” I finally replied, my voice barely above a whisper.
“Ki,” Eclipse recited unthinkingly. “DonKi.” 
Once the verbal pronunciation of the name reverberated through his ears, his expression abruptly lit up with mirth. He faced me, completely shocked and dumbfounded. “Wait. So in English, his name would be pronounced ‘donkey’? Donkey?” He bit back a flicker of a smile and probed me for more information. “What’s his last name?”
That jerk.
He knew that I was still withholding information. 
I shook my head, refusing to divulge this. No way. Knowing Don’s actual full first name was bad enough. There was no way I was telling Eclipse his last name.
“Come on, Teacup,” he coaxed. Playful accusation pulsed in his words. “You’re not ashamed of your potential husband’s name, are you? Is that the spirit to have for someone you’re hoping to spend the rest of your life with?”
I wanted to punch him for mocking my dreams. I also wanted to kick him for knowing the right words to say to back me into a corner. 
“. . . Kong,” I finally revealed in absolute misery. 
Eclipse’s irresistible smile became more teasing. He stifled back a round of laughter.
“Mrs. DonKi Kong,” he recited softly, humor infused in his voice. 
Mrs. DonKi Kong.
My cheeks flushed when I repeated the name in my head. Wow, that was an ugly name. I made a mental note to keep my last name if I were to ever marry DonKi. 
“Okay, you’ve made your point,” I snapped at him. “My date has an ugly name. Ha. Ha. Ha. Now can you leave and let me have my date?”
“I’m sorry, Teacup,” Eclipse drawled out. His lips caressed over my ear for a brief second before he affectionately tugged me closer. “You’ve mistaken me for someone who is actually considerate.”
“Hey Grace!” a voice called out from the darkness. 
Excited that Don was here, but still pissed off that Eclipse was beside me, I tried to keep myself composed when I turned around. Don made his way down the aisle, excusing himself to all the other movie goers who were already seated. He was wearing a black trench coat over a dark suit and his hair was perfectly gelled and styled. He looked well mannered, well groomed, and so cute—definitely husband material.
“He doesn’t look like your type,” Eclipse commented at once, breaking me out of my admiring state. I felt him rest his chin on the top of my head. I knew he was assessing Don’s physical appearance in relation to his own. Judging by the comfortable hold he maintained on me, Eclipse wasn’t the least bit worried about the competition. 
Determined to not appear like a psycho talking to herself, I kept a smile on my face while I responded through gritted teeth. “What’s my type?”
“Me,” was all Eclipse purred into my ear.
Right then and there, I decided it was due time to actually get on with my date. I did not want to find myself in another sticky situation with Eclipse (and I most definitely did not want another nosebleed). 
“Don! Hi!” I eagerly greeted once he was a couple of steps away. He was still excusing himself from the last three people before he could make his way over. I promptly pulled my bag off the seat and placed it on my lap so that he could sit down.  
“Sorry for being late, Grace,” Don whispered after reaching our seat. He lifted his eyes to find me in the dark. “I—”
Don stopped talking the minute he laid eyes on me. 
A puzzled expression slid over his face. 
I stared at him in confusion, unnerved with his reaction. “Don, what’s wrong?” 
Was it just me or did it look like Don wasn’t staring at me in particular, but at—
“Teacup,” Eclipse chimed in, interrupting my train of thoughts and shocking the hell out of me when he added, “you’re being rude. You should introduce us.”
“What?!” I squeaked out once I absorbed what Eclipse was saying to me. I must have been hallucinating. This wasn’t possible. Eclipse was invisible! How could Don see Eclipse?
I kept on telling myself that it wasn’t possible, that Don couldn’t be privy to Eclipse’s existence. To my horror, when I felt Eclipse unwrap his arm from around me, rise up, and extend his hand to Don, who uncertainly extended his hand out as well, I felt my world tilt on its already stupefied axis. 
“Hi, I’m Eclipse. Gracie’s”—he paused to utilize the right classification for our relationship—“really good friend.” Eclipse happily ignored my stunned eyes as he continued to address Don, who was also shell-shocked. “You’re her friend DonKi?” 
Clearly baffled with what was happening, DonKi—er—Don!—nodded and shook Eclipse’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”
“The pleasure is mine,” said Eclipse. “I hope you don’t mind me tagging along. Gracie and I have been”—he faked a blush—“hanging out a lot lately and we wanted to spend more time with each other.” He laughed boisterously, patting Don’s shoulder with brotherly love. “Plus, it doesn’t hurt to make new friends, right?”
“Yeah,” Don agreed uncertainly. 
Don’s confused gaze darted to me. Soft accusation twinkled within his light brown eyes, but he was too polite to react as any other red-blooded guy would, which was to storm out after having another guy impede on his date.
“Yeah, no, it’s fine.” Don forced a smile to graze his lips. “I definitely don’t mind. Heh . . .”
I wanted to die.
I was thunderstruck, absolutely paralyzed with mystification. It was only when I caught the bewilderment on Don’s face did my rationale—along with my anger—return to me. 
“Eclipse,” I said sweetly, standing up and tugging at his arm, “can I talk to you outside?” 
“The movie’s starting, Teacup,” he replied dismissively, making a move to lean back in his seat.
“Now, Ashtray,” I said through clenched teeth. I wanted to say, “Now, asshole!” Despite the temptation, I couldn’t bring myself to curse in front of Don. I was determined to appear demure and perfect for my potential future husband.
Eclipse studied me tentatively. A tired sigh emitted from him before he nodded and obliged with my subtle demand.
After giving Don an artificial smile and a determinedly upbeat assurance that we’d be back as soon as possible, Eclipse and I excused ourselves from the theater and went to a quiet area in the lobby. 
“I thought you were invisible?!” I shrieked, staring up at him in outrage. My mind was still churning with mystification. “How is it possible that Don can see you?” I glanced at the girls admiring Eclipse from afar and felt the anger multiply within me. “How is it possible that everyone can see you? Why are you suddenly visible?”
He gave a non-committal shrug, his muscles undulating under his light gray dress shirt. He feigned innocence by stuffing his hands into the pockets of his black pants. “I may have the option of choosing between being visible and invisible, and decided that since I was bored, it would be more fun to be visible and officially be part of your life now.”
I gawked at him in intensified horror. “You decided that it’d be more fun to be visible now?”
Oh crap, this wasn’t good.
Invisible Eclipse was already tough to deal with; how on earth was I supposed to handle a visible Eclipse?
Eclipse bobbed his head, oblivious to the miserable thoughts simmering in my brain. “It conserves more of my powers to stay visible anyway. Being invisible takes up too much unnecessary energy.”
My eyes morphed into poisonous slits. “Why didn’t you tell me that you had the option of being visible?”
His lips quirked into a playful curve. “It was more entertaining conversing with you while I was invisible. It adds more of a personal touch, don’t you think?”
“You wanted to laugh at me while I tried to figure out how to talk to you without looking crazy,” I accused, knowing Eclipse too well. He couldn’t care less about adding a “personal touch.” He only wanted to torture me for his own amusement. 
Eclipse grinned. His eyes glanced favorably at my earpiece. “Your earpiece idea is very smart, Gracie. I was very impressed when you bought it for future meetings with me. You’re definitely a clever little human.”
“A clever human would have been able to get rid of you by now, not be stuck with you and your now visible self,” I blurted out on impulse.
His lighthearted grin remained, yet his voice grew sterner. “No, an ignorant human would attempt to get rid of me. A clever human would put up with me, and a strategic and intelligent human would see the advantages of having the Demon of Lust by their side.”
I groaned. I disregarded his recent statement when something he mentioned thrust into my mind. 
“And what were you talking about? Why do you need to ‘conserve’ your powers?”
Akin to being doused by ice-cold water, humor fled from his face. Eclipse uncomfortably tilted his head and avoided eye contact. It was apparent that he did not want to disclose this information. However, after taking a moment to think it over and concluding that he needed someone to vent to, he relented with his usually secretive state.
“My powers are dwindling as we speak,” he shared, arresting my attention with this shocking revelation. “I have to pick and choose carefully which powers I want and which I can do without. Unfortunately, as of this moment, becoming invisible requires too much energy. I need to conserve my power—basically only use it when it’s necessary. Making myself visible to humans is a small price to pay to keep what’s left of my powers.”
I folded my arms and canted my head. Curiosity clawed at me. “What powers do you have left?”
“You can look at my situation as a smartphone without a charger,” he supplied. “After I became a Dimmed Demon, I was charged at my fullest power. Yet, with every progressing day, my battery power decreases in strength. As of this second, I have to conserve my powers because there is no recharging my batteries. I’m trying to perform the least strenuous activities as possible, just in case”—he paused to find the right words to use—“bigger issues arise. If anything big comes up, I’ll still have enough power to take care of it.”
“Wow,” I remarked dryly, finding it ironic that the great Demon of Lust was so crippled. This must have been his biggest nightmare come to life. “You must really hate your life right now.”
For the first time, Eclipse showcased frustration, contrasting his typically easygoing demeanor.
“I’ve never been more miserable,” he admitted with a groan. He briefly closed his eyes before flashing me a hopeful smile. He placed a suggestive hand on my hip and gently moved us closer together. “That’s why you should endeavor to make my stay here a bit more bearable, Teacup. Perhaps you can give me your soul to make me feel better?”
I broke out of his hold and glared at him. He was making my life unbearable and he had the audacity to make it appear as though he was suffering more than me?  
“You’ve completely ruined my date,” I said angrily, reverting back to our original topic. I remembered how touchy-feely he was with me in the theater, when I had no idea that he was visible. I belatedly realized that Don must have caught sight of Eclipse whispering sweet nothings in my ear, behaving as though he was my boyfriend. I wanted to cry. I could only imagine what was running through Don’s mind. “Now DonKi thinks I’m some mean hoe who is playing him.” 
I was beyond frustrated, so much so that I was even calling Don, DonKi now. It was difficult to no longer call him by his full name when we all knew what it was.
“He’ll get over it,” Eclipse dismissed offhandedly. “Now, let’s go back in. You don’t want to appear like some mean hoe who ditched him at the movies, do you?”
That jerk. He had a point.
Dejected with how sucky my date was already going, we walked back in, and I made it a point to ignore Eclipse. While doing so, I also leaned in closer to DonKi. I was adamant on making things right—I would not allow Eclipse to ruin this date. 
“Eclipse is just a friend,” I whispered to DonKi, gently squeezing his hand in the darkness. I gave him my most charismatic smile. “He was really depressed today. I felt bad so I invited him along to help him feel better. I really hope you don’t mind.”
Upon hearing this, DonKi, being the sweet guy that he was, bestowed me with a reassuring smile. “Of course I don’t mind. You’re such a good person, Grace.”
I beamed at him, ignoring the accusatory cough coming from Eclipse when he overheard DonKi calling me a good person. 
I kept my sole attention on DonKi as the movie commenced, whispering things into his ear about how funny I thought the movie was and offering him my baby carrots (which he appreciatively ate). DonKi was a former overweight-turned-disciplined-dieter as well and that was one of the reasons why I wanted him as my future husband. We could be diet partners and watch out for each other as we grew older and lazier in life. It was a match made in Heaven.
Eclipse must have sensed my resentment towards him while on the date. Being the strategic guy that he was, he used my weakness to his advantage. He was hell-bent on getting back on my good side.
“Fries?” he offered amiably, extending the box to me so I could get a side-by-side comparison of my boring baby carrots and the delicious looking fries.
I swallowed convulsively, staring at the food like it was an offering from Heaven. My first weakness was sweets and my second was fries. I was already ravenous from getting a whiff of the sinful food Eclipse possessed earlier, but these hot new fries were a new addition and a very tempting one. There was no contest. I couldn’t . . . I just couldn’t say no.
Giving into temptation, I handed DonKi the remaining baby carrots. I covetously curled my fingers and dug into Eclipse’s fries with the fervor of a famished hyena. 
“Do you want some as well?” Eclipse offered to DonKi, holding up the delicious box of food like it was a temptation from the Devil himself—which wasn’t far from the truth since Eclipse was the spawn of Satan.
When it looked like he was about to say no, DonKi suddenly bounced his head like a bobbing figurine. He reached over, grabbed the mouthwatering hot dog on the top of the pile, and took the biggest bite I had ever seen in my life. 
My jaw fell to the floor.
I was scandalized! 
DonKi told me that he had been on track, completely eating healthy for the past six years. Never once did he give into temptation—until now. Talk about falling off the wagon! 
“Thanks man!” DonKi said appreciatively to Eclipse, who laughed as he smoked and ate his fries with me. 
And that was how the three of us remained throughout the entirety of the movie. We immersed ourselves in Eclipse’s platter of junk food like three fat kids who had been released from captivity. We would surely regret our decision tomorrow, but for tonight, this sinful vice was worth every delicious calorie.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“All my life I’ve dreamed of my Prince Charming.”

15: The End of Eternity
 
After the movie was over, the date continued as planned. DonKi proposed that we get a bite of something to eat (even though we had stuffed ourselves silly in the theater), so that we could have the opportunity to get to know each other a little bit better. Although hesitant to stuff more food into my mouth, I agreed, and we decided on street food.
We settled under a red canopy at a nearby food stand and happily munched on our noodles. Cool air coursed around us, mixing with the steam that rose from the freshly made noodles. It was crowded and loud under the tent, but it also felt romantic and laid-back. The cacophony of noises eventually became an unobtrusive, dull buzz for us. 
As the rain drizzled down, DonKi and I talked about our childhood, our favorite movies, our struggles to lose weight when it all seemed impossible, and our thoughts on college and post-grad life. It was the very picture of a beautiful date. The only unfortunate anomaly was the third wheel in the form of the ever-attention-grabbing Eclipse, who was right there alongside us every step of the way. 
To my pleasant surprise, Eclipse was pretty considerate. He was quiet as we spoke about random things, politely listening to us while he ate his noodles and smoked his cigarette. I had assumed Eclipse was quiet because he was being thoughtful. On the contrary, I came to learn that he was only being quiet because he was being observant. He was simply bidding his time before his crass personality appeared again.
“If you still don’t make a move on her, then you’ll regret it.”
My gaze rounded when Eclipse’s voice interrupted us from out of the blue. 
DonKi angled his body in Eclipse’s direction. I was seated between them at our square table while they sat across from one another. Although he had been polite to Eclipse all night, it was clear in DonKi’s unhappy expression that he didn’t appreciate another guy impeding on his date. I kept assuring him that Eclipse and I were “just friends” (even though that was total bullshit—I would never consider Eclipse to be a friend), but DonKi wasn’t stupid. It was obvious that Eclipse liked me, and for this reason alone, DonKi had every right to be annoyed with Eclipse.
Swallowing heavily as a means to keep his patience intact, DonKi forced a courteous smile to materialize on his face. Politely, he asked, “Excuse me?”
“You heard me,” Eclipse replied, his face cool with challenge. He couldn’t care less about DonKi’s opinion towards him or about being politically correct. “I said, if you still don’t make a move on her, then you’ll regret it.”
I drew in an anxious breath. Oh no, what was Eclipse up to? Why was he suddenly threatening DonKi? Weirder yet, why was he telling DonKi to make a move on me? 
DonKi clenched his jaw. Annoyance started to line the features of his face. “What are you talking about, man?”
“Eclipse, stop it!” I shouted, staggered by his actions. I could already feel the testosterone-filled tension move around me. I did everything I could to quell the growing tension by asking, “Why are you telling DonKi to make a move on me?”
Eclipse looked at me like I was high on drugs. He raised a critical brow at me. “Teacup, no offense, but why the hell would I tell some other guy to make a move on you when I’m courting you?” The tone he used on me was soft and calm, but when he returned his attention to DonKi, his voice was hard as steel. “I wasn’t talking about Gracie. I was talking about the actual girl you’re lusting after.”
“Who?!” I pounced, shocked with this revelation. I whipped my head back to DonKi. My face swarmed with bewilderment. I thought we had a connection. Was it possible that DonKi was lusting after some other chick while laughing and dining with me? Could he be that messed up?
DonKi regarded me with a wary gaze before tentatively darting his eyes towards Eclipse. 
“What are you talking about?” he said again, irritation brimming in his voice.
“Okay, Gracie here is the epitome of the type of girl us guys want,” Eclipse resumed just as our waitress brought us several more bottles of soju. Smoke danced away from his cigarette as the explanation flowed from his lips. “We all want to throw her into our beds, rip her pretty little white dress off, worship every inch of her body, and be the animals we’re meant to be with her.”
That mental image was too enticing. 
“Shut up,” I hissed, forcing the images to filter out of my head. I could feel the blood threatening to trickle out of my nose and I knew I had to control myself before I had another embarrassing nosebleed. 
Eclipse pointed at DonKi and ignored my demands for him to be quiet. “But you’re not lusting after her like that—not even a little bit.”
“Thanks for the clarification,” I muttered dryly.
“This means that you are either whipped or gay,” Eclipse concluded. “And seeing as you haven’t made the effort to hit on me, I’m pretty sure a girl has got you whipped and whipped good.”
I could see DonKi’s features switch into anger at the accusation Eclipse was hurling his way. He looked outraged. He looked like he was about to scream at Eclipse and deny everything—until his face softened and he confessed, “She has a boyfriend.”
DonKi, you piece of donkey shit! I cursed in my head once he confirmed these blasphemous accusations. Do you know how hard it was to sneak out to meet up with you? How can you be lusting after some other girl when you’re supposed to be the perfect husband material?!
“So?”
“What?” I cried, appalled that Eclipse was dismissing such an important detail. I faced him, revolted that he could be making light of the fact that this other girl was taken. I was upset with DonKi for leading me on while lusting after another girl, but I was more pissed that Eclipse was encouraging DonKi to go after a girl that was already taken. “What do you mean so?”
“And her dad is scary,” DonKi added, ignoring my indignation. “I don’t want to mess with him or make him mad. He’s like a father to me.”
“Why does this bastard’s happiness come before yours?” Eclipse continued as well, paying no attention to me. Almost instantly, the night went from Eclipse impeding on our date to Eclipse and DonKi having some male bonding time while I was trying to get a word in edgewise. “You humans are like that—”
“You mean us humans?” DonKi provided softly, hanging onto Eclipse’s every word like he was a prophet from the Lord.
“Yeah, sure,” Eclipse dismissed carelessly. He forged on with his pearls of wisdom. “Us humans are like that. We try to brood and be morally just, but in the end, we only end up making ourselves miserable.” Severity throbbed in his eyes before he took another whiff of his cigarette. “Just go for her, DonKi. Tempt her, seduce her, cheat with her, and steal her away. If she really loves the other guy, then she’ll stay with him and that’s something you’ll have to live with. But if she doesn’t love the other guy enough and she actually wants you, then you two can be together. Whatever the outcome, at least you’ll know that you did everything you can for her and at least you’ll get closure. Life is short. Do not spend it trying to be a martyr when it is in your nature to be selfish. Your happiness has to come before someone else’s happiness—never the other way around.” 
I couldn’t believe the ridiculous “advice” that Eclipse was spewing out. Who did he think he was? How dare he give such sinful and self-serving advice that was not applicable to a human who was trying to make it in a morally just world? I felt terrible that DonKi had to waste his Saturday night listening to this nonsense. DonKi was a good guy. He would never do something so atrocious—
“I’ll do it,” DonKi declared at once, interrupting me from my thoughts. Determination pulsated in his confident voice. “I’m going to convince her to cheat with me.”
“What?!” I cried, flabbergasted with DonKi’s blasphemous words. How did my perfect, ideal guy become another self-serving jackass? 
“Good.” Eclipse nodded approvingly, proud that DonKi was smart enough to heed his advice. A frown then disturbed his handsome face. He leaned across the table just as DonKi was about to excitedly dig into his food. “But try not to eat anymore tonight,” he advised, pulling the steaming hot noodle bowl away from DonKi. “Girls respond better to eight-pack ripped stomachs, not ten-pack stomachs filled with rolls of fat.”
DonKi blinked at Eclipse, undoubtedly grateful that he had someone to watch his back before he did something so appalling as to eat more fattening noodles.
Yeah, as opposed to preparing yourself to tempt someone else’s girlfriend to cheat with you,
I thought glumly.
“You’re right, Eclipse. You’re right.” DonKi stood up from his seat like he was a man on a mission. He looked between us. “You guys enjoy your night. I’m going to go workout, burn off the hotdogs and noodles I ate, and prepare a plan to steal her and make her mine.”
“Good luck, DonKi,” Eclipse said with a regal nod that a general would bestow to his soldier. “Never give up. Remember: your happiness is the only one that matters.”
“Thanks man!” DonKi shouted before looking at me and saying, “This guy’s a keeper, Grace. Don’t let him slip away.” 
And with that insightful advice, DonKi ran off, disappearing into the rainy night while leaving us in his wake. 
“You know, I really like that DonKi,” Eclipse murmured approvingly. He took a drink of his soju. “He’s a lot more open-minded than I thought he would be.”
“I can’t believe you just did that,” I grumbled quietly. I glared at Eclipse with disbelieving eyes. “You just advised him to tempt a girl to cheat with him!”
“I didn’t put a gun to his head,” Eclipse countered unapologetically. “You humans are inherently selfish creatures. You may think you have evolved since the dawn of time and became ‘civilized,’ but the simple truth is that none of you have evolved. You’ve just become very good at hiding your true nature. DonKi had it in him to cheat. Hell, he’s probably considered it a thousand times. You saw how it happened. I didn’t even need to push him in any direction. He was hanging onto my every word before I even finished what I was saying.” He sighed empathetically, taking inventory of my disappointed eyes. “You shouldn’t be too disappointed with DonKi. He’s a good guy. He’s just doing bad things—at least from the perspective of a human anyway.”
“And what is your perspective?” I inquired pointedly. 
A shimmer of pride sparked in his eyes. “He’s fighting for what he wants, and he would take no prisoners in the process. I applaud anyone who can fight their society’s expectations of them and do what they believe in, no matter how hated and despised it may make that individual to the majority.”
I blew out a dejected breath.
“You just told the guy I had a crush on to go and steal someone else’s girlfriend,” I reiterated in terms he would understand, not even truly absorbing what he was saying. I was too preoccupied with my own selfishness. I gulped down my soju as the torrential rain and the crowd around us livened up in the background. “You not only screwed me over, but you also screwed over the boyfriend. If that girlfriend of his actually becomes a hoe and cheats with DonKi, then he would be devastated. I don’t care how you spin it. You were the catalyst, and you know it. DonKi may have had the bomb in him, but you lit the fire and ignited the destruction to come.”
Eclipse nodded at my retort, impressed that I was calling him out on his bad influence. 
“Well, that little love triangle is their problem, not yours, Gracie.” A playful smirk outlined his lips. “And you’re not even attracted to DonKi like that, so I don’t understand why you’re acting like you just got the love of your life taken away from you, Teacup. You think he’s easy on the eyes, yes. You think he embodies all the morals that would make him the ideal husband, yes, but that’s where the attraction ends. You feel nothing for him other than your admiration for the potential he has to be a good husband.”
I shot him a dry look. “You think you know so much about me, don’t you?”
His shoulders lifted into a coy shrug. “There are some things about you that I’ve observed and can deduce, yes.”
“Give me your deductive reasoning then,” I prompted unthinkingly. He was always such a smart aleck. I wanted to challenge him to see how good he really was.
Eclipse gave me an “are-you-sure?” look. When I nodded carelessly as my confirmation, he went to town, effectively making me regret giving him the green light.
“You see DonKi—or more specifically the morals and virtues that you thought DonKi had—as being your savior, the thing to save you from your own sadistic personality.” 
My blood chilled at the verity of those words. Not too keen on letting him know that his deduction touched a nerve within me, I kept my face free of emotions. Despite how uncomfortable I felt with how on point he was, I continued to listen.
“You’re very satisfied with your life, very much so. But the distinction that should be made is that you’re satisfied, but not happy—not by a long shot. You know that there’s something wrong with you and that you cannot continue living life as this sick, sadistic human being. You’re aware of all of this, but there’s little to nothing you can do about it. You can’t do anything about it, but someone else might be able to help you—someone else might be able to save you. Someone holier than you, someone pure, and someone with admirable morals because you trust that in being around them constantly, you would endeavor to be like them. In turn, you would be able to quench your sadistic tendencies and be the person you’ve always dreamed you could be: a normal girl. Completely and utterly normal.”
I smirked at him, never in my life feeling more like an open book.
“It must be nice,” I commented after a stretch of silence. I refused to allow his observations to affect my composure. The time to reflect on his observations would be done in the privacy of my own home. For now, my emotional wall was going to remain intact. I spent more than twenty years keeping myself at a distance from the world around me. I wasn’t going to allow a Demon to know how much his words impacted me. “It must be so nice for a Demon such as yourself to make observations about a little human girl when she knows absolutely nothing about you.” 
Eclipse caught me off guard when he nodded in concurrence. It may have been too forward of me, but at that moment, I could swear that Eclipse felt slightly bad for putting me on the spot. He easily relinquished the tension around us by saying, “All you have to do is ask, Teacup.” 
I gaped at him, stunned. 
I couldn’t believe his words. 
Since popping into my life, Eclipse, being as outspoken and exhausting as he was with his Alpha-Demon personality, had surprisingly been very good at being secretive. In the past, when I tried to learn more about him, he would always cleverly brush me off or be evasive with cryptic answers that I couldn’t figure out. The fact that he was opening the door for me to ask questions was a completely new development. It was an opportunity that I did not plan to squander.
“How old are you?” I immediately asked, feeling excitement stream through my body. Even though I hated having Eclipse in my life, the bitterness I felt for him couldn’t be overshadowed by the cool fact that I was interacting with a Demon of all things. Suddenly, I no longer felt apprehensiveness around him, only excitement and immense curiosity.
“A few thousand years old,” he answered, as if it was normal to outlive lifetimes. 
“A few thousands?” I repeated slowly, gazing at him with intrigue.
“I know that may sound like a lot,” he responded coolly, “but in my world, I’m actually one of the youngest ones. ‘A few thousands’ Demon years is the equivalent to being in your mid-twenties.”
I should have felt disturbed that he was so much older than me. On the contrary, the fact that he had lived past the lifetimes and had seen the world pass him by made him all the more alluring and attractive to me. One of the reasons I didn’t have a boyfriend was because I had a tendency to get bored of guys too easily. The main trait I looked for in a guy was for them to be worldlier than me, so they could help pull me out of my shell and help me discover more about the world around me. Needless to say, I was shocked that Eclipse was fitting the bill more and more in terms of being my ideal guy. 
I cleared my throat when I realized that I was treading in dangerous waters. I shook the intrigue for him from my face and covered it with feigned snobbery.
“Don’t you think you’re a bit too old to be hitting on a twenty-year-old girl?”
His lips curved into a slow and sexy smile. His sultry gaze challenged my spoken words. 
“You don’t like older men?” was all he had to say to leave me feeling hot all over again.
 I started to panic. Oh no, he was using his charms again.
“I draw the line at four years,” I snapped, trying to dig out of the hole I was getting myself into. I couldn’t afford to be distracted by Eclipse’s charms when I was being given the rare opportunity to learn more about him.
“In human form I’m twenty-four-years-old,” he provided with an irresistible smile.
“You know that doesn’t count.”
“Perhaps you’d like to inspect my body to make sure I’m up for the task of turning you from a twenty-year-old girl into a twenty-year-old-woman?” The smoke sensually curled away from his decadent lips. “I think you might be impressed with what you’d find.”
I swallowed past my dry throat, refusing to let that enticing imagery cloud my mind. “Will you always be twenty-four-years-old?”
He chuckled lightly, impressed with my efforts to ignore his sexual innuendos. He followed my lead and returned to the original topic. “No. In human form I still age, just not on an annual basis like humans.”
“Why do you disappear so often?” I inquired, venturing off to another topic entirely. I was anxious. I feared that if I didn’t ask my questions fast enough, he’d stop answering them soon. “Where do you go?”
“My responsibilities as a Royal Demon do not stop because I’ve chosen an extracurricular activity in Seoul,” he answered loftily. “I disappear often because I go home, back to my Kingdom. I’m a busy entity. I have Arch-Demons to give commands to, a divided monarchy to help watch over, and my own section of the Kingdom to govern. The fact that I’m here with you right now . . . eating noodles at a food stand in the middle of the rain means something, Gracie.”
 “Why do you want to turn me into a Demon so badly?” I couldn’t help but ask. It was astonishing that a being as powerful as him was sitting here and eating noodles with me. “Why are you so adamant on taking my soul when there are millions of other girls ready to give you their souls?”
“Because I want you in my bed without fearing that you’d die after your first orgasm,” he replied briskly. 
I could already sense it. Eclipse was closing up. He was going right back to being the charming, outspoken, yet secretive and closed off Demon.
“There’s more to why you want me so badly,” I hastened to add, afraid that he would stop answering my questions soon. “I just know it.”
The certainty in my voice caught his attention. He appraised me curiously. “What do you think you know, Teacup?”
“I know that you’re sexually attracted to me and that you’ve taken quite a liking to me. I also know that you’re a very cunning and ambitious Demon. I doubt the Demon of Lust would be this persistent and waste time going after a human girl’s soul simply because he wanted to have sex with her and because she’s famous.” My unblinking eyes fixed on his. “There’s a reason why you’re so persistent. There’s a reason why you want my soul and why you’re not going after anyone else's.”
Laughter poured from him before he inhaled another round of smoke. “Perhaps you should put yourself in my shoes and feel the lust I have for you, Teacup.” He placed his arms on the table and stared deeply into my eyes. “That nosebleed of yours means something. It means that I want you really badly. When I first met you, you didn’t get any nosebleeds because even though I wanted you, it wasn’t to the degree that I want you now.” His lips lifted into a doting smile. “Perhaps it’s because you’ve become my forbidden fruit. My desire for you grows with every passing day. That alone is reason enough for me to still be here, pursuing you as opposed to going after some other human girl. I only want you, Gracie.”
“Eclipse,” I said through gritted teeth. My patience with him was wearing thin. His explanation of his desire for me may have been true, but I also knew that there was more that he was keeping from me. “Stop treating me like I’m some stupid human girl. Just fucking tell me the truth.”
The stubbornness in his demeanor faded upon hearing my hostile words. I don’t think I had ever cursed at him. The simple fact that I did unnerved him. 
Finally stowing his inflexibility away, he said, “There is a cost to wanting you, pursuing you, and endeavoring to make you mine, Gracie.”
My eyes broadened while my heartbeat thumped in harmony with the rain. My curiosity was undeniably piqued. “And that is?”
Eclipse didn’t say anything for a long time. He merely took interest in numbly staring at the rain falling around us. He may have been resigned to telling me the truth, but that did not mean it was easy for him. 
“What is your cost for pursuing me?” I asked again. This time my voice was soft and melodic. 
My serene voice successfully lulled his attention back to me. 
He studied me for a long second before finally revealing, “If I fail to turn you into a Demon, then I will become human and die.”
The world around me came to an earthshattering stop. I blinked uncomprehendingly, feeling a shock of paralysis stunning my body. I couldn’t believe my ears. “Wh–what?”
“If I don’t claim your soul and turn you into a Demon, then I will not have fulfilled my end of the deal,” he elaborated clearly, holding my eyes with every word. “For that, I will pay the price—which is to become human and ultimately die.”
I was flabbergasted. For the longest time, I remained speechless. It was only when a whiff of freezing wind sped through us did I finally find the words in my confounded state. 
“Why would you make such a deal for yourself?” I gaped at him with enlarged eyes. I recalled him telling me that his fate was sealed with mine. I thought he was being overdramatic, but it was clear now that he had lost his marbles. “Are you nuts? What Demon would make this type of deal?”
He grinned faintly at my questions. It was obvious that he expected me to react like this, to not understand why he was willing to make such a deal. 
Perhaps it was because we were in the corner of a busy street stand, where music and noise drowned out our conversation to those around us. Perhaps it was because we were outside in the middle of the rain where we felt safe and secure, but at that moment, something monumental happened: Eclipse spoke without filter. I listened and the world quieted down, fading out behind us as if to encourage the dialogue that was taking place.
“In all the millennia of my existence,” he began quietly, his voice holding every ounce of my unwavering attention, “I have never once toyed with the idea of converting a human into a Demon. I had other interests that vied for my time. I had never once cared about coming up to your world to deal with this extracurricular activity. However, when word of what you did came floating down to me, I knew I had to have you. I wanted the soul of the one who murdered her entire family. I wanted the soul of the one who had become a precious commodity to my world, and most simply, I want you because you are a very interesting human being to me. You fascinate me to every degree, and no human girl—or any other entity for that matter—has ever held that type of spell over me. I knew that you’d be an interesting human to be around, but I couldn’t have imagined how refreshing being in your presence would actually be.” A muscle in his jaw suddenly leapt. “But the fucked up thing about the venture to turn you into a Demon is that a veil was placed over you to prevent any powerful entities from finding you.”
“A veil?” I spurted out. 
He nodded. “After what happened with your family, you became famous. Too famous.” His ominous voice sent chills crawling up my spine. “Being famous in Hell isn’t a thing to take pride in, especially when it is the attention of Demons you’ve garnered. Every Demon was after you and wanted your soul that night. It got so bad that pandemonium broke out because Demons were going to war for you. To bring an end to this chaos, the Elder Demons came to an agreement that a veil must be placed over you in order to stop Demons from seeking you out—from going to war with one another to claim you. The veil was supposed to stay over you until you reached the Age of Enlightenment.” 
“Age of Enlightenment?”
“The age where you’re supposed to know better, to have enough sensibility to make your own decision, and the age where the veil will lift and whatever is looking for you will find you.”
“Why put a veil over me if Demons can find me when I turn twenty-one anyway? Won’t that start the war again?”
He nodded at my concerns and addressed them right away. 
“It is hopeful on the Elder Demons’ part that because of your Enlightenment Age, you will be smart enough to know that you are not invincible and that you are close to death. It is hopeful on their part that you will be afraid enough of death to give up your soul to the first Demon who comes after you, and thereby avoid any war that could take place.” Upon seeing my comprehension, he went on with his explanation. “In order to find you before the veil is lifted, I had to strike a deal with the Elders of my world. The full potency of my power was stripped and my own existence was placed on the line. The deal was to succeed in turning you into a Demon before the expiration date comes or I vanish into thin air.”
“So, if you don’t turn me into a Demon, then you’re going to become human. Like full on human?”
His eyes blinked in frustrated confirmation. “Yes.”
Two of his words flashed like neon lights in my mind.
“Expiration date?” I asked swiftly, perturbed by how absolute and foreboding those two words sounded. “What is the expiration date?”
“That,” Eclipse prompted, gazing dimly at me, “is the question, isn’t it?”
“You don’t know?”
He shook his head. “That’s why I’m trying to hurry this up.”
I shifted uneasily. I was positively spooked to learn that there were Demons out there, sitting around and waiting for the “veil” to lift so that they could find me and force me to give my soul to them. Granted, I wasn’t certain that I trusted everything Eclipse was telling me—he was a Demon after all, and it would only work to his benefit to scare me into giving up my soul right away—I still took everything under consideration.
“What’s so special about my soul that makes every Demon want me?” I asked moments later, nervously playing with an empty bottle of soju. My gold bangles hit the surface of the table, choiring after my movements with the glass bottle. Whether there were truly other Demons coming after me or not, the fact that I currently had one with me was enough to have an impact on me.
“Because of the unforgivable sins you bestowed upon your family,” he answered, staring at my hands while I anxiously played with the soju bottle. The pouring rain picked up as smoke continued to stream from his cigarette. “Killing your own blood is a very heinous crime. For a human being to do that, it must mean that your soul is very sadistic. This type of soul is very powerful to have, and what Demon wouldn’t want to acquire such a sadistic soul?”
As if the reminder of my sins enraged the Heavens, thunder boomed above, shaking the world below it. 
I was quiet for a long time, simply playing with my empty soju bottle. The pitter-pattering of the rain, the orchestra of voices, and the sound of thunder continued to surround us, inundating us with their noises until my voice disturbed the chaos. 
“Were you there the night it happened?”
A puzzled look troubled his beautiful face. Eclipse stared at me in curiosity as he allowed a stream of smoke to slip away from his lips. He rested his hand on the table, tapped the cigarette butt to allow the ashes to sprinkle onto the floor, and then looked at me with persevering confusion. “There for what?”
“The night it happened,” I clarified. The icy wind whipped through my hair and ate at the warmth of my body. Lips quivering from the blast of chills, I said, “The night I killed my family. Were you there?”
He shook his head after my elaboration. “I didn’t even know of your existence until after it occurred.”
“Was I possessed?” The desperation to exonerate myself from this horrible crime came out more quickly than I thought it would. “Did something else make me do it?”
I barely finished my question before he firmly answered, “No.” 
“How do you know?” I challenged at once. I didn’t care about my family, but I didn’t want this type of crime to hang over me, to remind me of what a monster I was and why I suddenly had Demons after me. I was still desperate to clear myself. Since I was now pulled into a world where Demons existed, then there must be a possibility that one of them possessed me. That could be the reason why I couldn’t remember anything . . . because it obviously wasn’t me who executed the killings. 
“What if a Demon possessed me and made me do all those horrible things?” I insisted with an earnest voice. My mind churned with the possibilities. “What if some Demon possessed me and that Demon was the one who killed my family? That’s possible, right? I mean, I’ve heard of it happening to other people. Why couldn’t that be the same for me? It could’ve happened to me too, right?”
There was no ignoring the anguish in my voice, and I knew Eclipse caught all of it. He understood my desperation to distance myself from this crime, but he also didn’t want to lie to me and give me false hope.
“It’s not possible, Gracie,” he whispered tenderly, his eyes on me gentle.
“Why?”
“Because then I would know,” he said with conviction. “That’s one of the powers Demons are gifted with. It is inherent in our blood. We know all the sins committed by a human being. All I have to do is think of your name and all the sins you committed will come to me. That’s how I know about your little art show with the Lamborghini, that’s how I know about the homeless man, and that’s how I know about the murders . . . because they are sins that you committed—sins that are embedded in the very fibers that make up your existence. I was not there the night you killed your family, but I know that you killed them because that very sin is embedded in you. There was no possession, no persuasion from Demons, and no misunderstanding. It was you and only you that night.”
The aggravation inside me mounted. I couldn’t accept his answer. I just couldn’t. Especially not when there were so many gaps in my memories. “Why can’t I remember what happened that night then?”
“I don’t know,” he said with a light shrug. “You were very young. Maybe you were traumatized? The human mind can be very self-preserving when it needs to be. Denial seems to be everyone’s best friend in this world. Perhaps even as a young child, you knew that denial was the only thing that would help you stay sane and help you survive into your adult years. There are a lot of reasons why you can’t remember, but none of it will absolve you from what happened—”
“Let’s go back to you turning into a human being,” I interrupted at once, too irritated that he was not giving me the answer I wanted. I no longer wanted to talk about me. I wanted to talk about him. “Why would you vanish into thin air after you become human and die?”
Eclipse miserably stared at the cigarette that was slowly dying out in his hands. “If I become human,” he began slowly, “then it is likely that all the sins I committed will catch up to me. Humans are created to live, yet for me, I will be created to die. If a human dies, then their soul will go elsewhere—be it Heaven or Hell. However, if a Demon dies, even in human form, then they will vanish for the rest of eternity. Their existence will never come again.”
“What a gruesome fate,” I whispered after the enormity of his words weighed in my mind.
I looked at him, and for the first time since he had made an appearance in my life, I saw fear and uncertainty pulse within his eyes. As humans, we were raised to expect death. We may fear it, but we know that we cannot escape it and we accept it as part of the cycle of life. But for someone like Eclipse—a Demon who was born with the gift of immortality—he was created to defy death, to outlive death. For him, dying without any chance of being resurrected was not scary. It was terrifying. 
An eternity was all that he had ever known. Eclipse could never handle a mere lifetime. 
Eclipse must have seen the pity in my eyes because a cool mask immediately shrouded his face. Fear no longer existed for him. He was, once again, the Demon of Lust—a Demon so powerful that fear and weakness did not exist for him. Had I not witnessed his fleeting fear firsthand, it would be difficult for me to believe that a Demon like himself could ever be spooked. 
“Yes,” he went on with an easygoing voice. “For someone who has been spoiled by the ages, this is a fate that I would very much like to avoid.” He smiled, pouring me soju while gazing at me with hope in his eyes. “If only someone could save me, right?”
I threw him a blank look. I was not impressed with his quick progression from confiding in me to trying to take my soul away. “You’re not getting my soul.”
Eclipse showcased a pout that was truly award-worthy. “Even after hearing about my dilemma, you still won’t give a poor Demon a bone and help me out?”
“Do I look like a saint to you?” I asked critically, drinking my soju. I empathized with him, but I wasn’t stupid and I definitely wasn’t charitable. I was still territorial over my soul, and a dead Demon or not, nothing was powerful enough to convince me to give up something as precious as my soul. “I know I may appear nice and soft-spoken, but I hurt people because I find entertainment in it. I like to revel in their misery, and I apparently killed my entire family when I was six. I think all of that shows that I’m not exactly a morally just girl.”
Eclipse favored me with a breathtaking grin. Instead of appearing disgusted with all that I listed, he appeared proud. “You’re so sadistic, Gracie.”
I was aware that he meant it as a compliment, but I didn’t take it as such. I only felt shame and disappointment in myself. Regardless, I didn’t let this show on my face. I didn’t like to outwardly show people my true emotions. Since Eclipse was closed off with me, I planned on giving him the same courtesy.
After concluding that I was as stubborn as ever to keep my soul, Eclipse sighed to himself and buried his face into his hands. Like a child, he cutely murmured, “My life hangs in the hands of a naïve little minx who can’t accept a good thing when it flashes in front of her eyes. I don’t believe this.” Another bitter groan emitted from him. “Fuck my life.” 
Before I could help myself, a ghost of a smile formed on my lips. Eclipse’s behavior was very heartwarming. He looked just like an innocent little boy. If I were not such a sadistic soul, I would have given him my soul right then and there. However, seeing as I was a sadistic girl, I found myself enjoying his misery all too much. I turned away from him to keep myself from smiling. Although I was a vicious person, I did not want to be openly rude either. Demon or not, Eclipse should have some privacy while misery overtook him.
I surveyed the outdoor restaurant that was still bopping with people. My face lit up when I saw something that caught my superficial eyes.
“Oh, that workout outfit is cute,” I commented thoughtlessly, watching as a girl walked under the tent with her boyfriend by her side. She was dressed in an adorable purple velour workout pants and a black velour hoodie. Although I was absolutely miserable with my own state of affairs, a girl could always appreciate cute clothes.
Eclipse pulled his face from his hands and followed the direction of my gaze. He assessed the girl’s outfit before he turned back to me. Mindlessly, he said, “That two-piece, pink spandex outfit you always wear is much better lookin–”
He shut his mouth upon seeing the shocked wrath in my eyes.
I could feel my blood boil as his words flowed over me. 
I owned a hot pink spandex workout bra and spandex shorts. It was easily the most provocative outfit I owned. I only wore it in the privacy of my own bedroom while I practiced my yoga moves. Never once had I worn it outside. For a long time, I couldn’t understand how Eclipse could have seen it. My eyes widened. Unless . . . 
“How do you know about my spandex two-piece?” I incited carefully, my voice soft yet filled with foreboding venom.
A guilty expression marred his face as my unforgiving gaze on him became stronger. 
Smiling uncomfortably, Eclipse gave me his innocent puppy dog eyes. “I,” he cleared his throat. “I may have popped in on you while you were doing the downward-facing dog pose the other night. In an effort to not bother you, I may have just sat there with my invisibility cloak on and watched as you did a little yoga. You know,” he hastened to add, “so I could learn a few moves.”
“In other words,” I corrected lividly, “you popped in, saw my butt hiked in the air, decided to remain invisible, and basically enjoyed the ‘view’ as I did all those stretchy moves with my unsuspecting body?”
Eclipse was getting ready to shake his head. However, when he saw the blazing fire in my eyes, he then nodded guiltily. He offered me an apologetic smile. Charm started to radiate from him like the rays from the sun.
“Isn’t it more important that I didn’t ruin the tranquility by making my presence known?” he provided charismatically. “Shouldn’t I be rewarded for not bothering you? Hell, you have no idea how much I had to restrain myself to keep from running over to you, making myself known, and doing some ‘yoga’ with you as well.”
“Did you only watch once or did you watch often?”
He didn’t say anything. His inability to maintain eye contact told me that he knew the answer to this question would be the one to mark his execution.
“Eclipse,” I grounded out, rage brimming in my eyes.
Upon seeing that I wasn’t letting this go, he quietly admitted, “I may have made a habit of it once or twice.”
“A habit of it once or twi—” 
I fisted my hands together and recalled all those nights where I was wearing the spandex hot-pink shorts. It was one thing to have Eclipse make himself invisible to everyone but me when we first met (making me look crazy in the process whenever he conversed with me). It was another thing entirely to take advantage of me and help himself to provocative views of my body in weird angles. He went too far this time. 
I stood up from my table and backed away from him. I could feel the splatters of rain hitting my back as I slowly inched out of the tent.
“Bloody hell, are you kidding me?” he breathed out. Eclipse got up and made an effort to use his charms on me. “Gracie, don’t be like this. Are you really angry at me over this?”
My reply was the demure flipping of the middle finger, the splashing of lukewarm noodles on his face, and last words that garnered the attention of the diners surrounding us before I ran off in anger.
“Go back to Hell and stay there, you perverted chain-smoking-Ashtray!”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"I’ve waited a lifetime for him to sweep me off my feet . . ."

16: OinkOink
 
When I woke up the next day, I was still angry.
Untrusting of my depraved “Guardian” Demon, I went about the day as on guard as I had ever been. When I got ready to leave for Sanctuary, I took it upon myself to grab my comforter, drape it over my head, and stand with it veiling over me while I struggled to put on my white cashmere sweater and jeans. 
My vigilant eyes swam over my living room as I walked out of my apartment. When I didn’t catch sight of Eclipse, I didn’t bother to count my blessings—I just got the hell out of there. Eclipse wasn’t the type of Demon who would feel guilty for pissing me off. He was going to materialize soon and time was of the essence. If I wanted to successfully ditch him today, then I would have to use this opportune moment.
With anxiousness plaguing my body, I hurried down to the waiting cab. I was in the backseat of the car, ready to slam the door shut to make my escape when a hand caught the door in mid-slam. The hand easily pulled the door open, leaving me to simmer in fury once I made eye contact with the one who dared to foil my exit plan.
Staring down at me with amusement on his face was none other than Eclipse.
I glowered at him, resentment coursing over me as I measured his atypical appearance.
There was a lit cigarette between his lips and an irresistible smile across his face. In lieu of dressing up in his usual “professionally suave” attire, Eclipse wore an ordinary outfit that could easily pass him off as any other human. He was dressed ordinarily enough, but the simplicity of this outfit did not appear so “normal” on him. The casual black shirt he wore wrapped beautifully around his upper body. The fabric of the garment hugged his physique appreciatively, showcasing snippets of the scintillating muscles buried beneath it. Even the casual jeans he wore aided in giving him more of a “rugged and dangerous” appearance that was once concealed by his usual business attire. In essence, whatever his typical formal apparel hid, this casual outfit showed off in the most extravagant of ways. 
I swallowed convulsively. 
My goodness, he looked like a Sex God wearing civilian clothes. I was ashamed to admit that even in my irritated state, all I could do was stare in wonder.
“Teacup,” his sexy voice drawled, pulling me out of my web of sexually frustrated thoughts. With his dark eyes smiling at me, he nonchalantly said, “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to ditch me.”
Right at that instant, while I was inundated with his charms and when I could feel an impending nosebleed hit my nostrils, I was reminded of my enduring dislike for him and his overall shadiness. I hadn’t forgotten how angry I was at him the previous night. I was damn well ready to continue with the hate. 
I narrowed my eyes. I was not going to let him get in the car with me. Hell no.
“Go, sir! Go!” I screamed, scaring the chubby old driver. 
The cab driver glared at us, judging us like we were one of those annoying couples having a lovers’ quarrel. Dread engulfed me at the thought. I couldn’t have him make that mistake and let Eclipse in. 
Drumming on his shoulder for added emphasis, I dramatically said, “This guy is a wacko! If you value your life, step on the gas and let’s haul ass!”
Worry speared through the old man’s eyes at my urgent words. He was ready to adhere to my warning when Eclipse’s voice bounced into the scene. 
Unaffected by the fact that I had pretty much broadcasted to our audience that he was a psycho, Eclipse maintained his composure and used my insanity against me.
“Gracie, are you still pissed off because I didn’t want to play with the handcuffs last night? Oh baby-cakes, please don’t leave me for this. I’m sorry. I’m still a bit shy when it comes to that creepy stuff. But if you really want to do it, then I’ll do it for you. I’ll play with the handcuffs, I’ll play with the whips and chains, and I’ll even try all those weird sex positions you wanted to try. I can be kinky if you really want that. I’ll try anything to make you happy.” A sly smile kissed his lips before he submissively added, “Please . . . Mistress Hwang. Please give me another chance. I will gladly be your sex slave and live to serve all your weird, kinky S&M fantasies if you don’t leave me.”
My jaw was hung down the entire time Eclipse sang those pearls of lies to the universe. He was an incredible actor. If I weren’t the one he was spreading lies about, then I would’ve believed that he was in a relationship with a sex-crazed girl who was ready to dump her sweet and innocent boyfriend. He was so convincing that when I locked eyes with the cab driver, who was now gazing at me with a mixture of horror and revulsion through the rearview mirror, I knew I had lost to Eclipse.
“Sorry for wasting your time, sir,” I apologized just as the old man very judgmentally said, “I think it is best if you and your willing-to-be-kinky boyfriend stepped away from my cab. You kids these days are sick—sick.”
Giving him a bow of mortification, I shamefully bounced off my seat and got out of the cab. I didn’t even get a chance to close the door before the cab driver stepped on the gas pedal and sped off, immersing himself and his still-opened-door cab into the fast moving traffic. All that was left behind was the scent of burnt tires and the fog of humiliation that hovered over me. 
“You freak, you freak of nature!” I shouted at Eclipse, ready to take out all my anger on the origin of all the evil that had befallen my life. I glowered at him, utterly red in the face. As he casually smoked his cigarette, I replayed all that he said in my mind and found myself losing it. “How could you say all those things?” I placed an outraged hand on my chest. I could barely talk through my strained voice. “I’m the one who’s afraid of handcuffs, whips, chains, and weird sex positions!”
Eclipse offered me a doting smile that seemed to brighten the otherwise overcast day. He was not the least bit sorry that he had embarrassed me. As my ponytail swayed in the cool morning wind, he reached out and tucked a loose bang behind my ear. 
“I’m sure we can work it out so that you won’t be afraid of them when I finally get you into bed, Teacup,” he crooned suggestively, his dark eyes glittering with sensual promise. 
“Dream on,” I snarled, jerking my head away from his reach.
A sly grin graced his face. “If only you knew the things I do to you in my dreams, Gracie.”
“Really?” I incited tersely, my eyes sharpening like knives. “You’re really going to throw sexual innuendos at me after our altercation last night?”
Once I reminded him of the less-than-pretty parting words I gave him the night prior, Eclipse’s carefree demeanor faltered. 
“Okay, Gracie. You’re right,” he launched tactfully, gazing into my eyes with an expression that mirrored a puppy begging for pardon. “I thought about what you said. It was completely fucked up of me to pop out of nowhere and spy on you while I was invisible. At first, I didn’t understand why you were so pissed off. I realized later that you weren’t completely mad about my little voyeurism; it was more because I had the audacity to make myself invisible to you of all people. It’s not fair for me to take advantage of you with my powers. You have every right to be angry with me. With that said, I know what I did was wrong now. I promise that it won’t happen again—I will never make myself invisible to you ever again. You have my word on that.” He gave me an innocent smile. Hell, even the smoke slithering away from his lips looked angelic. “I hope that you can accept my sincere apology and that we can move forward from here.”
I blinked at him in silence. I was utterly floored that he had not only managed to apologize—something I could guess that the Prince of Hell didn’t partake in too often—but also managed to hit the bull’s eye on the specific reason why I was so angry. 
“How did you know the exact reason why I was so pissed?” I couldn’t help but ask. I was furious at him for being shady and having his fun with staring at my butt, but I was angrier at the fact that he made himself invisible to me of all people. It was a silly reason that even eluded my understanding. How did he know? “Guys are usually clueless.”
“I know a thing or two about pleasuring women,” he replied modestly. “Being perceptive and telling a woman that she’s right when she’s wrong is a big factor that comes with making women happy.”
Ice-cold glaciers formed in my eyes. That jerk. He just ruined a perfectly nice apology with that offensive addendum. 
A snarl escaped my throat. “So your apology is insincere?”
“I didn’t say that,” he hastily added once he heard the hostility in my voice. “I am sorry that it upset you. In the interest of not wanting to upset you like that again, I do not plan on ever repeating this mistake.”
I folded my arms and raised a questioning brow at him. “How do I know if you’re even telling the truth?”
“You don’t,” he responded with a light shrug, “but I am telling you the truth. Next time, if I pop in and see you doing yoga, then I’m just going to visibly stand there and talk to you while I watch and enjoy the show.”
I scoffed at his reply. Shortly after, my eyes enlarged into the size of baseballs when a troubling thought assaulted me. I recalled all those two-second showers I took after having the Demon come into my life. I once foolishly believed that Eclipse was respectful enough to give me some semblance of privacy. Now that I thought about it, if he was shady enough to be invisible while watching me do yoga, then it was possible he’d be shady enough to peek in on me while I was in the shower as well.
Horror threatened to seep out of my gaping eyes. “Did you ever ‘pop in’ while I was showering, taking a bath, or changing?” 
Eclipse’s lips drew up into a lazy and self-mocking smile. A resentful stream of smoke—one that could arguably mirror his sexual frustration—swam out from his mouth. 
“Teasing myself while watching you stretch your gorgeous little body is one thing, but actually putting myself in a predicament where I’m teased with the sight of your naked body is a completely different thing. I already have a hard time restraining myself when you’re fully clothed. I’m not stupid enough to tease myself with a sight of you completely naked unless I get to wrap my own naked body around yours. Your body still can’t handle what I want to offer you. As long as that’s the case, I’m going to do all that I can to avoid temptation.” A bitter muscle leapt in his strong jaw. “So, to answer your question, no. I did not ‘pop in’ while you were showering, taking a bath, or changing. If anything, I try to stay far away.” 
I blew a sigh of relief, and he smirked at this. 
“I should tell you though,” he slyly added, “the longer you prolong becoming a Demon and the longer you torture me with the wait, the longer I will keep you in my bed after the conversion occurs.” He had a faraway look in his eyes at the thought. “I look forward to showing you the same exquisite torture that you’ve shown me.”
I rolled my eyes at his quick metamorphosis from being an apologetic suitor to the goal-oriented Demon I had always known him to be. 
Alas, the cunning Demon played his last apology card by pulling one final trick out of his sleeve. Eclipse turned away from me and abruptly clapped his hands. On cue, whimpering sounds could be heard as a little furry leg peeked out from the corner of the building beside us. 
With white fur that looked as soft as feathers, big watery black eyes, and a body so small that it could fit in a teacup, the Maltese puppy slowly tiptoed away from the corner. Soft whining continued to stream from its little body as it gazed up at the world around it.
“My apology,” Eclipse said proudly. Behind him, the puppy stared around confusingly, clearly flummoxed with its new surroundings. “I hear that human guys are supposed to give gifts if they pissed their girl off. I’m hoping this little guy will help get me back into your good graces.” 
More whimpering came from the puppy before its big expressive black eyes settled on mine. At once, its confused eyes illumed with love and adoration. As if already knowing that it belonged to me, the puppy bounced over to me in excitement, its white fur dancing in the wind while it barked incessantly.
“Arf! Arf! Arf!” 
I stared at the puppy as it ran past Eclipse and stopped at my feet. It hopped on my black strappy heels and nuzzled against me, its silky soft fur caressing the skin of my feet. I could feel my annoyance and distaste for the puppy commence as its high-pitched barking goaded my ears. 
How annoying . . .
A peculiar thing about me that you should know: I don’t like cute, furry animals. Anything typically seen as cute, fluffy, and adorable—I do not like. I hate puppies, I hate kittens, I hate baby koala bears, I hate bunnies—the list goes on. The only animals I adore are reptiles, certain species of bugs, spiders, and pigs. This adorable pup was far from the usual lethal serpent that I’d admire and I didn’t feel the need to hide this from Eclipse.
My un-amused eyes connected with his. 
“What am I supposed to do with this oversized rat?” 
I was tempted to bend down and punch the annoyingly cute puppy to show Eclipse how much all furry animals pissed me off. However, against my better judgment, when I stared down at the fluffy creature again and saw it staring up at me, I felt guilt for hating something so cute. Its small paws were still nudging on my heels, begging for my attention and acceptance. 
I wanted to hate it, but I just couldn’t. 
“I think he adores you already,” Eclipse mused, staring affectionately at the little puppy, already knowing that I was growing soft for the little fur ball.
No matter how irritating it appeared to me, this particular puppy somehow melted my icy heart. I doubted it was an everyday occurrence that human girls received gifts from Demons. Even I had to admit that I felt incredibly special to be gifted with a puppy from the Demon of Lust himself. 
As I quietly assessed the puppy, a light bulb suddenly went off in my head. I had the perfect use for this puppy. Of course, why didn’t I see it before? Considering where I was headed today, this puppy came at the perfect time. 
My aversion for this puppy dispelled as soon as I saw its use.
Feeling bad that the little pup was still trying to get my attention, I yielded with my snobbery and scooped the ball of white fluff up in my arms. This concession immediately earned a bark of approval from the furry one. It poked its little pink tongue out, its small body wiggling in exhilaration while it licked and kissed my cheek. 
“I hate cute and furry animals,” I told Eclipse, bringing the puppy down from my cheek and holding it against my chest. I instinctively pet its silky fur, earning whimpers of satisfaction from the puppy. It was probably too forward of me to say, but I think it loved me already. 
“A pet snake or tarantula to travel around the city with you would bring too much attention. I’m sure you’d rather not bring attention to yourself, right?” Eclipse grinned, reaching his hand out to scratch the puppy between its ears. “There’s an exception for everything. I know you and this one will get along well.” 
I said nothing as I continued to pet the puppy. 
“What do you want to name him, Teacup?” Eclipse asked once he was positive that I wouldn’t sadistically throw the lovable puppy into oncoming traffic.
I deliberated for a few seconds. “OinkOink.”
Eclipse gawked at me like I was high on crack. He gazed uncertainly at the puppy, who had just whined in confusion upon hearing the name I wanted to give it. Eclipse laughed uncomfortably, clearly afraid to piss me off now that he had just gotten back in my good graces. 
He smiled tentatively, trying to have the puppy’s back while walking on eggshells around me. “You know that this oversized rat is a puppy and not a pig, right, Teacup?”
I bequeathed him with a fierce and inflexible stare. Who was he to tell me what I could or couldn’t name this little fur ball? 
“It’s my puppy, isn’t it?” I snapped harshly, earning surrendering hands from Eclipse. 
Without giving him a chance to change my mind, I readjusted my handbag, left the flap open, and carefully placed OinkOink in it. OinkOink stood atop the notebooks in my bag and peeked his head out. He was so light that he barely made a dent on the weight of my handbag. 
Travel-size puppy, I mused favorably. I like that.

I could see Eclipse gaze sympathetically at OinkOink from my peripheral vision. The puppy’s head and upper legs were peeking out from the side of my bag.
“Sorry, champ,” Eclipse apologized, tousling the top of OinkOink’s furry head after I hiked the bag up to my shoulder. “I tried.”
“Where did you find this puppy anyway?” I asked, liking how quiet and obedient OinkOink was. I normally hated puppies because I thought they were rowdy and barked too much. It pleased me that OinkOink was so well-behaved. Instead of being an annoyance, he was simply sitting in that bag like he was my accessory and cutely pawing at Eclipse’s hand for fun.
“Pet shop after you left me last night,” Eclipse said with a gusty sigh. “I felt uncomfortable and wanted to get you something.” A grin framed his lips once he observed that the anger I harbored for him had since eroded. He relinquished his attention from OinkOink and set it all on me. “You’re not mad at me anymore, right?” 
Not too keen on appearing like a pushover, I shrugged carelessly. I spared a glimpse at OinkOink. “I’ll take it out on this puppy if I am.”
A puzzled bark erupted from OinkOink. He was staring up at me in horror. 
I smiled inwardly. I had a sick sense of humor. Though I showed no bluff, I could tell from the amused smile on Eclipse’s face that he knew that I was joking—slightly.
“I’m glad we’ve gotten past this,” he approved. “In any case, we should get going.” Without preamble, he enclosed his warm hand around mine, sending slivers of pleasurable electricity to shoot up my body. He pulled me with him and steered me across the street towards what suspiciously looked like a bus stop. “Don’t want you to be late to the shelter now.”
“But we have to take three connecting buses to make it there,” I uttered, staggered with the pleasure overtaking me with just a simple touch from him. I was also bewildered with the sudden change in topic from the puppy to Sanctuary. I whipped my head around and searched for another cab. I seldom took buses. I didn’t want to deal with the waits, the connecting buses, and sharing transportation with others when I simply wanted to be by myself on a Sunday. “I want to take a cab.” 
Eclipse shot me a disapproving look. 
“Are you planning on spending the whole day waiting for a cab?” He angled his head towards the busy flow of traffic surrounding us. “The one you called left, and there doesn’t seem to be any cabs right now. Our best bet is to take the bus. Plus, you’re trying to save money, aren’t you? Come on, the buses will be nicer on that thinning wallet of yours.” 
“Wait,” I cried. I halted in my tracks and pulled my hand from his grasp. “Time out for a second. Who says you’re going?”
His brows came together in a frown. “Why can’t I come?”
“Because.” I looked around with shifty eyes, making sure that no one could eavesdrop on us. We were standing in the middle of the sidewalk, right in the center of all the chaos as people skirted around us in a blurred frenzy. Some were filing in and out of the bus that had just made its stop while others simply passed from one flow of pedestrian traffic to another. Even though people surrounded us, I concluded that there was too much going on for someone to be able to eavesdrop on us. Assured that it was safe, I continued with my thoughts. “Because there are innocent kids there.”   
“So?”
“So, you’re the Demon of Lust!” I shrieked, my voice a bit more high-pitched than it should’ve been. Even OinkOink shuddered at the unnatural pitch. I knew my high-pitched voice was annoying, but I couldn’t help it as I gaped at Eclipse in outrage. He was normally so smart. Why couldn’t he understand that his very existence around small children was inappropriate? What kind of babysitter would I be if I brought a Sex Demon around innocent kids? “Your title alone means you’re a bad influence.”
“Gracie,” Eclipse incited dryly, evidently offended by what I said. “What do you think I’m going to do? Pass out condoms to the little baby midgets and tell them to have a go at it?”
“I wouldn’t put it past you,” I countered, though I really didn’t believe that. I sighed, feeling OinkOink pout beside me. It was as if he was sad that I was keeping Eclipse from joining us at Sanctuary. “The fact that you’re calling the kids ‘baby midgets’ already means that you shouldn’t go. Your intentions aren’t pure!”
“And yours are?” he rebuked with the same intensity. His dark eyes bore into mine. “The only reason why you volunteer so consistently is because you enjoy feeding off their misery!”
I scowled at him, allowing a moment of cold wind to scour around us before I gritted my teeth and said, “I might be feeding off their misery, but at least I’m still trying to help. They are miserable whether I visit them or not. At least with me there, they are a bit happier. No matter what you accuse me of, you can’t deny the fact that they are happy when they see me. I may not be the saint they think I am, I may only go because I want to feed into my sadism, but at least at the end of the day, I’m still a bad person who is trying to do good things. The end justifies the means in this case.”
“I can do that too,” he argued swiftly. It was as though he was waiting for me to say all of that so that he could use it to corroborate his own arguments. “Come on, Teacup. You can”—he paused to think up an appropriate and logical persuasion—“can use me to help too. Plus, you’re stuck with me anyway. You might as well take advantage of me and have me volunteer with you by default. We can be two bad people trying to do good things together. Like you said, they are miserable with or without us there. What difference does it make if our intentions aren’t pure? The end justifies the means, right?” When he saw that I still had a doubtful look on my face, he immediately added, “I’ll be good today. I promise.” 
As a demonstration of his vow, Eclipse proudly threw the cigarette he was smoking on the ground and stepped on it. It was his wordless promise to me that he was going to be a good influence by not smoking in front of the kids. 
I chewed my bottom lip, looking at Eclipse with a contemplative face. I considered my dilemma. I was aware that Eclipse was “asking” for my permission as a courtesy. Regardless of my answer, he was going to go with me. Who was I kidding? If Eclipse wanted to go somewhere, then he was going, and there was no one who could tell the great Demon of Lust otherwise. At least with this concession, I could pretend to go about the day thinking that it was I who gave him permission (instead of him just tagging along uninvited). My pride had been wounded one too many times. Even the false sense of control over Eclipse was something I’d be willing to accept as my compromise.
Unable to say no, I simply sighed as my consent. 
Eclipse beamed brightly. Beside me, OinkOink barked in approval. When I saw them grin at each other, I started to regret accepting the cute, oversized rat as a gift. I could already tell that no matter how much OinkOink appeared to love me, the puppy’s loyalty was directed towards Eclipse. I had the cryptic feeling that come future fights between Eclipse and I, OinkOink was going to side with Eclipse more so than with me. With this hypothetical, but highly likely, future transgression from OinkOink in mind, I glared at the puppy while it panted at me with absolute glee. That future traitor.

“You won’t regret it, Teacup,” Eclipse assured, taking it upon himself to speedily herd me towards the bus that was about to take off. 
We ascended the steps just as the glass doors closed behind us. Eclipse was ahead of me, but once we stopped at the landing where there was a billing machine, Eclipse inclined his hand towards the chubby middle-aged bus driver. I thought he was wordlessly telling me that this man looked exactly like the cab driver who bolted on us. However, when I saw him shift his eyes towards the billing machine, I felt a glare take over my eyes.
“I’m paying?”
Eclipse bequeathed me with a bashful expression. “I don’t have change on me, Teacup.”
“Why can’t you make yourself invisible then?” I mumbled grumpily to myself, pushing OinkOink to the far side of the bag while I dug for my wallet. “Making me pay for you when I didn’t even want you to come.” 
I crankily paid for the both of us and followed Eclipse as we moved through the crowded bus and slid into an empty seat near the back. I sat by the window while Eclipse sat beside me. As I felt the wheels of the crowded bus turn, I got comfortable for the long ride. I withdrew OinkOink out of my bag and placed the little fur ball on my lap. The puppy rested quietly on my thighs, staring up at me with adoration. I could feel my aversion for the puppy thaw every time I stared into its expressive and loving black eyes. It was strange how much it had already stolen my heart.
Eclipse’s amused eyes softened at the sight of OinkOink on my lap.
“You’re only accepting OinkOink and bringing him along because you know the kids will like him.” There was no judgment in Eclipse’s voice when he carelessly stated this. With anyone else, I was certain they’d be disturbed at how much I could dislike a cute puppy like OinkOink. With Eclipse, he simply accepted the anomaly in my behavior and did not try to make me feel guilty about feeling things that were natural to me. It was one of the few traits I liked about him—he didn’t find it necessary to judge me. 
I nodded, petting OinkOink while the little fur ball closed his eyes and enjoyed the sensation of my fingers running through his fur. 
“The kids always talk about wanting a puppy. You obviously can’t have one at the shelter because they don’t need a dog barking day in and day out and making a mess out of everything. I figured since I got a puppy as a gift, I might as well make use of it. I think the kids will be thrilled to play with OinkOink today. This puppy may not be the pet of my dreams, but if it’s useful, I don’t see the problem in accepting it and taking care of it.” 
I turned to Eclipse once I was reminded of the kids. With all the commotion from this morning, I nearly forgot about the snacks and desserts I wanted to buy for Sanctuary. 
“We have to stop by the bakery before the shelter,” I told him so that we wouldn’t forget. “I want to buy everyone cupcakes and ice cream today. ”
Eclipse nodded and smiled at me. He proceeded to throw me off with his next reply. “How about I pay for everything? I know that you should be conserving your money right now, so I’ll take care of it from here. Anything and everything you want to buy them, I’ll pay.”
I stared at him with a dumbfounded look. After a long stretch of silence, I gathered up the courage to voice what I neglected to ask him when we were outside. I felt a bit ashamed and self-conscious to pose this question, but it was a query I needed an answer for. 
“You actually know about my financial situation? Like everything about it?” 
He shrugged offhandedly. “I know enough.”
Though I felt uncomfortable about the depth in which he might know about my financial situation, I made sure to keep my face composed. Instead of talking about my financial dilemmas (and ruin my already strange morning), I widened my eyes when I came to my greedy senses. It just occurred to me that a Demon had offered to pay for everything I wanted. This was like a dream come true! 
“Will you really pay for everything?” I inquired eagerly, my eyes already glimmering with anticipation. All the possibilities of what I could purchase percolated within my mind, and I couldn’t contain the excitement rising within me.
He nodded again. “I will. Anything to make you smile, I will.”
“Can we stop by other stores and buy them toys, school supplies, and other fun and educational things too?!” I pounced greedily, not even realizing that I was raising my voice until I saw a few heads turn our way. I blushed, but I was too energized about what I was hearing to go back into my introverted shell.
“Yes,” Eclipse reiterated, laughing warmly at my unfiltered reaction. “Like I said, I’ll give you anything and everything you want, Teacup.” 
“Why did you make me pay for the bus fare if you had so much money then?” I breathed out, still on a high from Eclipse’s generous offer.
A devious smile slid across his kissable lips. “You should’ve seen your face when you thought I was going to be mooching off you the entire time I’m with you,” he said with a stifling laugh. My face turned red with embarrassment when he added, “You’re adorable and funny as hell when you’re stingy with your money, Teacup.”
On that lovely ending note, he threw his head back and laughed freely. His warm laughter bounced across the walls of the bus. All around, the female species in the bus just stared at him and sighed as they all took in his sexy laugh and how beautiful he looked. 
Unfortunately, even though I was mad at him for laughing at me, I, too, found myself a part of that admiring group.
I sighed, tiredly resting my head against the window. 
This was going to be a long day.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"And I’ve waited a lifetime for my happily ever after with him."

17: The Eclipse of Grace

 
Three connecting buses, a long crossed-out bullet point list, and bags upon bags of purchased items later, Eclipse and I were descending down the steps of the bus that stopped right in front of the shelter. 
Get this: there were no bus stops in front of the shelter—or anywhere close to the estate for that matter. Due to the fact that the bus lady was so fond of Eclipse, she made the extra effort to drive us all the way to the front door of Sanctuary. Although it was disturbing how much she lusted after him, Eclipse, being the skilled charmer that he was, managed to thank her and make her feel ultra special as we brought down all of our bags and waved goodbye to her.
Ugh, so heavy . . .
I had never walked around carrying so many things in my life. Though the office supplies, computers, and clothes we bought were prearranged by Eclipse to be shipped out later, we still walked into the shelter with an abundance of valuable items. In all honesty, I was tempted to ask Eclipse to buy more stuff because I felt extremely greedy for Sanctuary. 
Regardless of my desires for them to receive as many things as possible, I didn’t want to encourage Eclipse and make it appear as if I was enthralled by the fact that he could give me everything I wanted. I was aware that Eclipse wasn’t giving Sanctuary everything under the sun because he had a heart of gold. He gave them these gifts because he wanted to show me one of the positive aspects of giving my soul to him, which was the prospect of unlimited wealth. 
In addition to knowing his motives, I also knew that it was one thing to donate my own money and help them with my own time, but it was an entirely different thing to have Sanctuary be indebted to an entity like Eclipse. If there was a universal balance in the world, then I only wanted it to waver slightly—I didn’t want to tip it entirely. Nothing good ever came out of being too greedy, especially with a Demon involved.
Despite my continued reservations towards him and his motives, Eclipse proved to be a force to be reckoned with in regards to his presence around everyone else. As soon as we walked in, he literally became the sun that illuminated the room. There was such a godly charm to him that if I hadn’t known he was a Demon, I’d probably find myself falling head over heels for him as well. He looked exactly like an Angel, walking in with a surplus of gifts for the residents of Sanctuary. 
And let me tell you: everyone at Sanctuary adored him.
I introduced him as my friend to the pastor and his wife. Truthfully, I felt bad for lying because I was sure Pastor Kim wouldn’t appreciate shaking hands with a Demon. I half-expected Eclipse to contort his face in disgust that he was standing next to a pastor. To my surprise, he had the complete opposite reaction. Eclipse got along so well with Pastor Kim that you wouldn’t believe this was a Demon talking to a pastor. The adults at Sanctuary adored him, but the demographic he garnered unwavering love from were the ones I didn’t want him to meet in the first place: the kids—or in Eclipse’s blunt terms, “The Baby Midgets.”
While we were in the living room, Woo, Timmi, and Sony divided up their time between happily playing with OinkOink and helping Eclipse set up the Wii console. By the time they were done setting up the game, OinkOink had fondly settled on Sony’s lap (I knew those two would get along well). The boys, Eclipse included, started to eagerly play the Super Mario game in the four-player mode. Pandemonium took over the living room with cheers of victory, roars of laughter, and moans of loss as the adventure of the game overtook them. It got so intense that even OinkOink was barking in cheers and whimpering in misery along with them.
The whole time, I couldn’t help but be amused as I watched the smiles on the boys’ faces grow brighter and brighter. Though this didn’t help with the misery I wanted to enjoy from them, a bigger part of me was happy that I was able to witness such a memorable sight: the spawn of Satan spoiling kids at a shelter by playing video games with them. I also found myself amused while I watched the three little girls sit all around Eclipse, staring up at him with stars in their admiring eyes. 
It was the cutest thing—until I realized they were gazing at the Demon of Lust like he was going to be their future husband.
Oh my flying pigs, I groaned inwardly. This is so unhealthy.

“Lulu, Anni, Kimmi,” I called, getting up from the couch I was sitting on. “Do you girls want to help me bake a cake?”
They each looked up at me with hesitant eyes. The girls clearly did not want to part with Eclipse, who was busy coaching one of the younger boys on how to kill the bad guys. When they looked like they were ready to reject my request, I gave them a hopeful smile and added, “Please?”
At my plea, they relented. They might be in love with Eclipse, but they loved me more.
“Okay, Grace!” 
With big smiles on their faces, they got up on their little feet and ran to me, their dresses fluttering at the hasty movements. They moved past me as I herded them towards the stairs. Sounds of excited footfalls spilled down the stairs before another chipmunk voice accompanied us as we stepped into the kitchen.
“Grace, I want to help too!” Like a racecar, an overall-clad Sony zoomed in at full speed behind us. Close at his heels was OinkOink, who was barking happily as he pattered along beside Sony.
“Arf! Arf! Arf!”
“Okay then,” I approved, proud that I had my own kids who’d rather hang out with me than Eclipse. I was beginning to grow envious of the adulation Eclipse received from the people of Sanctuary. It was reassuring that these kiddies chose me over him. 
“Okay, are you guys ready?” I took the cake mix out of the pantry and began opening the box. 
The three little girls and Sony stood in a single-file line behind me. It was something they always playfully did whenever they were awaiting my further commands. 
“Grace! Grace!” the twins, Lulu and Anni, prompted with eagerness. Their curly pigtails dipped back while they gazed up at me with twinkling eyes. “Can we bake the cake in the shape of a heart?!”
This made me laugh. My heart warmed at such an adorable request. I may have had sadistic tendencies, but I wasn’t a total sadist. I was a sucker for these kids and was not immune to their cuteness. “Of course!” 
How could I say no?
“Can we write someone’s name on it too?” Kimmi added eagerly. She stared up at me in anticipation, her braided pigtails dipping back as well.
I laughed again, having yet to register where this conversation was headed. Mindlessly, because I was so distracted with their adorable dispositions, I curiously asked, “Whose name do you girls want on the cake?”
“Eclipse,” they said dreamily, and I felt my smile corrode. I frowned inwardly. I should have known these fangirls wouldn’t have left their heartthrob unless they could bake him a heart-shaped cake as a token of their love for him. Girls. So predictable at every age . . .
“But isn’t Eclipse Grace’s boyfriend?” Sony broadcasted at once, looking at the girls like they were bad people. Sony was normally soft-spoken with the girls. It threw me off to see him speak so sternly to them. “Why are you girls going after him when he’s taken by her?”
My eyes enlarged at Sony’s ludicrous words. Who the hell said Eclipse was my boyfriend? “What?”
But the damage was done. After hearing this mind-blowing statement, tears quickly manifested in the girls’ eyes. They gaped up at me in horror. 
“He’s your boyfriend, Grace?” Lulu asked, her lips quivering. There was a tinge of sadness in her voice after hearing that her future husband was taken. There was also shame in her voice for going after my boyfriend of all people. The girls loved me. The last thing they would endeavor to do was hurt me. 
“No!” I assured her, feeling awful that she was looking at me like she was a home-wrecker. The unanticipated misery permeating from the three girls was amusing to me, but in all honesty, I could only handle immersing myself in the misery caused to them by other aspects in life. I didn’t want to be a contributing factor. Feeling my protective nature prevail, I shook my head and bent down to give all three girls a reassuring smile. “No. No, he’s not.” When they still appeared sad, I playfully pinched their noses. “Aw, come on, girls. Don’t feel guilty. He’s not my boyfriend, okay? He’s just a friend.”
“Who’s just a friend?”
Speaking of the Devil.
“No one,” I answered, straightening up upon hearing his voice. 
I whirled around to find Eclipse standing at the doorway of the kitchen. He was leaning against the door and he looked as breathtaking as ever.
“What are you guys doing in here?” His strong aura saturated the room as soon as he walked into the kitchen. He casually placed his hands on Sony’s shoulders when he came to a stop behind him.
“Baking a cake!” Sony answered, staring up at Eclipse with respect coloring his eyes. 
“Baking a cake?” Eclipse laughed, his eyes meeting mine. “Why?” He jutted his chin towards the stacks of red velvet cupcakes on the kitchen counter. “We bought so many cupcakes.”
I wanted to tell him, “Because the girls were staring at you like you’re their future hubby. In an effort to protect them, I had to get them away from you.” I vetoed the temptation since it was inappropriate for the G-rated audience around us. 
Eclipse took a quick glance at the girls, all of who were staring at him with bashful adulation. A grin of knowledge surfaced on his handsome face. I surmised that even though I hadn’t said anything, he must have already figured out that my motive for baking a cake was to get his susceptible young fangirls away from him. Even though he was amused with my actions, he said no more on the matter.
“The boys and I are done playing. We want to watch a movie,” he told them, his voice soft and proper. He gazed at them as an older brother would to his baby sisters. “I think I already know Sony’s answer, but did you girls want to join us up there as well?”
The girls bobbed their heads enthusiastically. “Yeah!” 
He laughed, lifting his hands from Sony’s shoulders. He swept past the girls and I to approach the kitchen counter behind us. He grabbed the plastic container holding the cupcakes and lowered it down for them. “Okay then. Grab a cupcake and go make your movie selection. Teacup and I will be up with you in a second.” 
I scowled at him, furious that he had the audacity to use that horrendous nickname with the kids around. As a response, he simply smiled at me as the little ones grabbed their cupcakes and took off, scurrying up the stairs with an excited OinkOink fast at their heels.  
Not wanting to be left alone with Eclipse, as I was sure the kids would spy on us if we were alone for too long, I made a run for the stairs as well. On the way out, instead of grabbing one of the cupcakes Eclipse was offering, I grabbed an apple in its place. I hadn’t forgotten about my double-calorie intake hex that Eclipse had so cruelly placed on me. I had barely taken a step when the fruit disappeared from my grasp and was replaced with a mouthwatering red velvet cupcake instead. 
“As much as I encourage the eating of forbidden fruits, red velvet cupcakes are always the exception,” Eclipse said faintly, the sexy lilt in his voice causing my tummy to perform elated somersaults. 
He was proper when in the company of the little girls, but when alone with me, he was raw and untamed. Alluring heat naturally rolled off his body and settled around mine. In that instant, the kitchen felt too inadequate to hold both our presence. White-hot heat fluttered over my body just from him towering behind me, but when he leaned in close to my ear, all I could feel was the eruption of volcanic lava.
“And for the record,” he whispered, his enticing lips brushing against my ear, “I will never be your friend. I am and will always be something more to you.”
“Yes,” I conceded breathlessly, somehow managing to hold onto my bearings, despite the fact that a single drop of blood was beginning to slide down my nose. I inhaled deeply to keep the treacherous drop from revealing itself to Eclipse. He was already effortlessly irresistible. I didn’t need to encourage his flirtatious behavior by letting him see that his mere proximity was turning me on. With my rationale returning to me, I appraised him with narrowed eyes and said, “Yes, you will never be my friend. You’re a Demon. That’s the only thing you will ever be to me.”
A faint grin curved his lips. Before he could reply with a retort of his own, the kids’ chipmunk voices and OinkOink’s high-pitched barking started to vibrate from the upstairs living room. They were announcing that they had made their movie selection and were getting ready to watch it. Without giving Eclipse the opportunity to say anything else to me (and desperate to get away from him so that my nosebleed wouldn’t worsen), I ran away from him and climbed up the stairs. I could hear Eclipse’s soft chuckle as he followed after me. He was clearly amused with the sight of me running away like a scared little mouse. 
The kids cheered in excitement after we walked into the living room. They took it upon themselves to play the movie, turn off the lights, and usher us towards the floor. After we took our seats on the carpet, the kids gathered all around us. 
Surprise, surprise. The three little girls, after my dramatic assurance that Eclipse wasn’t my boyfriend, were snuggled up close to Eclipse, while Woo and Timmi sat on either side of me, and Sony laid on his tummy in front of the TV. Sony simultaneously drew on the new sketchbook I had bought for him while watching the scary movie. Resting on Sony’s back was OinkOink, who was enjoying the show with us.  
In the spirit of the upcoming Halloween season, the kids chose to watch a scary movie. It was so cute because I could see the little girls shiver in fear while moving closer and closer to Eclipse. Similarly, Woo, Timmi, Sony, and OinkOink were slowly making their way over to me every time the scary parts came on. 
I smiled to myself. 
With the couch as our backrest, the large black comforter over our legs, and the kids and OinkOink gathered around us, I had to admit that this scene was incredibly heartwarming. Though I couldn’t enjoy their misery because they were elated to be in this moment with us, I couldn’t help but share their happiness. Everything felt extremely nice. It was all so peaceful and perfect that I must’ve drifted off to sleep because it was the sound of soft giggling that roused me from my accidental slumber.
“See! I told you he’s her boyfriend!”
“It’s true! It’s true! Look at how he’s holding her!”
“They’re so cute!”
“Shh! Shh! They’re waking up!”
Just as I opened my eyes, I heard sounds of little midget feet scrambling away. I was still trying to rub the sleep out of my eyes when I glanced at the TV screen and registered that the credits were rolling. Oh gosh. Did I really sleep for that long? I laughed to myself. And that was such a nice sleep too . . . 
Curious as to why I was so comfortable, I snuggled closer to the pillow while I attempted to regain my senses. My heart abruptly went still when I heard a satisfied sigh coming from my “comfortable pillow.” 
My eyes bloomed into full-blown paranoia.  
Slowly and hesitantly, I gazed at my “pillow.” Much to my own shock, I discovered that I was sleeping on Eclipse’s chest. My body was tucked under his arm in an embrace.
“Oh God!” I uttered, pulling myself away in haste. 
This was why I had such a nice sleep? Because I was in Eclipse’s arms?! 
Anxiety laced my veins while my face turned beet red. I took a swipe at my nose to make sure no trickle of blood was coming out. As luck would have it, I must’ve already been passed out when I somehow found myself tucked under the sexy one’s embrace, thereby meaning that I was spared from an embarrassing nosebleed.
Upon seeing me move further away from him, a knowing smirk slid across Eclipse’s sleepy face. He opened his languid eyes and shook his head in disappointment.  
“Didn’t I tell you rugrats to not wake up Teacup?” he asked to no one in particular. 
“Sowwie!” came the little chipmunk voices from behind the couch, making me jump from fright. I thought they were out of the room. I had no idea they were all hiding behind the couch, watching us with guilty expressions on their faces.
I rose up on my feet. 
“Why didn’t you guys wake me up?” I asked, staring at them with a hardened expression.
“Eclipse said, ‘Teacup doesn’t get much sleep, so you guys can’t wake her up, okay?’” Woo answered apprehensively, his chubby face gazing up at me. He was wearing jeans and a white t-shirt that made his round cheeks appear pinker than usual. “So we listened and we didn’t wake you.” 
There was a pause from the kids before Timmi, who wore a green polo shirt and white shorts, enlarged his eyes. Worry teemed in his gaze when he took in the seriousness of my voice. “We’re sorry for waking you up! Are you mad at us?”
“No!” I hastily assured them, softening my expression once I saw how scared they looked. “No, of course not!” I took a moment to glare at Eclipse, who was hiding a smile as he began to innocently fold the blanket. He was behaving as though he wasn’t the mastermind behind all of this. “Anyway,” I went on, still reeling from the fact that I was unknowingly cuddling with the Demon of Lust. “It’s time for Eclipse and I to go. It’s also time for all of you to go to bed.”
“Aw!” the little ones groaned. They shook their heads in defiance. They didn’t want their fun day with us to end just yet. “No!” they screamed before Lulu scooped OinkOink into her arms and kissed the back of his head. She didn’t want the oversized ball of fluff to leave her. “We don’t want to sleep. We don’t want you two to leave!”
“You guys listen to Teacup,” Eclipse interjected with an unyielding voice. As soon as he said this, the children relented with their disobedience. They didn’t look happy with us ending their fun day, but they were compliant due to his stern words. Eclipse smiled gently at them as a means to butter them up for his next visit. “Now go wash up, change into your pajamas, and go to bed. If you listen tonight—and if you’re good this week—I promise I’ll buy all of you more toys the next time I come to visit.”
“Yay!” the kids cheered. They sped towards us and hugged us goodbye. It was only when I saw their sneaky smiles did it occur to me that the kids were cunning little monsters. They tricked us into believing that they were upset so that we’d promise them gifts in an effort to cheer them up. 
I laughed to myself while I ruffled their heads. I loved kids, but I loved clever kids even more. You couldn’t get a cuter and craftier bunch than the ones at Sanctuary.
“You kids pretended to be sad so we’d spoil you?” I asked with mock surprise, giggling while playfully pinching their cheeks. 
Eclipse joined in the fun and pretended to be scandalized. “Really? That was all an act? I really thought you were sad that we were leaving!”
They giggled adorably at our accusations.
“We are sad!” they assured. As they feigned offended expressions on their cute faces, Eclipse and I bobbed our heads, allowing them to think that they had outsmarted us. 
After a fifteen minute round of goodbyes with the kids, Eclipse and I went downstairs to bid goodbye to their mothers and the rest of the volunteers who had just gotten out of their workshops. Night had fallen and everyone at Sanctuary was ready to call it a night. 
“Thank you so much for watching the kids again,” Mrs. Lee, Sony’s mom, thanked me as we stood by the door. She was wearing a long flower dress with her hair up in a tight bun. She always had the warmest eyes and the kindest expression on her face. Out of all the mothers who sought Sanctuary for salvation, she was definitely one of the ones I felt closest to, simply because she was such a genuinely kindhearted individual. She smiled gratefully at me before turning to Eclipse. “And thank you so much for helping as well. It was so nice to meet you, Eclipse.”
Eclipse respectfully inclined his head at her. “It was my pleasure to help, Mrs. Lee.”
“Have a great week,” I said as we opened the door. My face grew brighter when I recalled the wonderful news Sony shared with me earlier in the day. “And congratulations on the new job at that finance office, Mrs. Lee! You have to promise to have a big house-warming party when you save up enough money for that apartment of yours!” 
Mrs. Lee smiled graciously and nodded her concurrence. “Thank you, Grace! Let’s hope I do well.”
“You will,” I assured her as Eclipse said the same. 
I was proud of Mrs. Lee for getting the coveted office job at one of the finance offices in town. After hearing from Sony how exhausted she was from working the graveyard shifts at a laundromat in Seoul, I was relieved that she could finally quit that job once she started this new one in a few weeks. Though her bright future did not bode well for the misery I would’ve enjoyed from her, it warmed my dark heart nonetheless because I had come to like her and Sony, along with the rest of the people at Sanctuary. I truly wanted the best for them. 
After giving her a big hug, I screamed out one last goodbye to the rest of Sanctuary. “Good night, everyone!”
An orchestra of voices bid their goodbyes to me. In this cacophony of noise, we also heard high-pitched voices coming from the children. They were all standing atop the stairs with their pajamas on and big smiles on their faces. 
“Bye Eclipse!” they screamed, waving excitedly as Eclipse and I stepped out the door. We gave them one last wave as OinkOink barked affectionately from my handbag. “Bye OinkOink!” The door was closing behind us when I suddenly heard, “Bye Teacup!”
I frowned as the door slammed shut and their giggling voices haunted my eardrums. What the hell? Even the baby midgets, all of whom were smaller than me, were calling me “Teacup” as well? How inappropriate was this? 
I glared at the ringleader behind this ridiculous nickname, silently blaming him for opening up this can of worms. Now that the kids were calling me Teacup as well, I knew that I would never get rid of it. 
Eclipse offered me an innocent grin and shrugged. He jumped off the stairs of the porch and began to walk, looking back to smile at me as we trekked through the cold night.
With a yawning OinkOink tucked safely in my bag, we began to walk on the road, making sure to veer off to the far side of the dirt path so that no car would hit us. It was just a precaution because the road was dead silent, wet from rain that had fallen earlier. The only disturbance came from the sound of our soft footfalls. 
“How was I today?” Eclipse asked after a long stretch of silence. 
I feigned disinterest by staring up at the crescent moon that was partially shrouded by rainclouds. Although I was deeply impressed with Eclipse’s perfect behavior, I didn’t want to admit to him that I was proud. “You were good. I guess.”
His pleased expression told me that despite my unenthusiastic words, he knew that he had made a good impression on me today. As a reward to himself for a hard day’s work, he whipped out a cigarette, produced a match from thin air, and allowed the flames to kiss the cigarette butt. The crimson light on the cigarette illumed, the fibers turning to ash as Eclipse took his first inhalation after a long day of parting with it. It was apparent that he had missed indulging in this vice.
“How was it being a benevolent Demon for the day?” I inquired after the familiar string of smoke swam away from his lips. He seemed to have had an enjoyable day with the kids. I was excited to hear from the horse’s mouth that he had a positive experience.
“It made my skin crawl, but there are worse things I could be doing.”
I gaped, absolutely stunned by his blunt and uncaring words. This was the last answer I expected. “You didn’t enjoy it?”
“It’s not exactly in my blood to do good things, Gracie,” he answered carelessly, taking another inhale of his cigarette. The smoke filtered around his lips as he sighed in content. “I feed off misery and pain. Though the shelter had a good amount of it from the adults, the little ones weren’t exactly bitter-betties.”
“They really liked you,” I told him, deeply troubled by his answer.
“They are entertaining,” he stated briskly, evidently untouched by his interaction with them. 
“You really don’t care about them?” I couldn’t help but ask, staring at him with critical eyes. I felt disappointed in him. “We spent hours with them and they pretty much fell in love with you. They made you laugh, they held your hand, they played games with you, they look up to you like you’re their savior, and you feel absolutely nothing for them?”
“I am not their savior,” he told me, his features hardening once he saw where I was taking this conversation. He could taste the judgment resonating from my voice, and he did not appreciate it. If anything, he was offended by it. “I am far from their savior. Religious fanatics would even go as far as saying that I’m their demise. And to be honest with you, I wouldn’t fight that label.” He smirked, studying my scrutinizing eyes before harshly saying, “Why do you care so much, Gracie? It’s already established that I’m a Demon. Did you think spending time with the little tykes that I couldn’t care less about would make me more human?” His smile metamorphosed into a mocking one. “Were you under the naïve belief that you could change a Demon for the better—that you could actually make me more human?”
I froze, taken aback by the way he posed his question. I cleared my throat uncomfortably, not wanting to admit that any of this was accurate. I was extremely embarrassed that I actually believed that I might have been a good influence on the Demon. “You’re somewhat nice to me so I assumed that you’d also be nice to other people.”
“I was nice to them,” he retorted, his aggravated voice stirring OinkOink from his sleep. His little head poked out of my bag. Soft whimpering emitted from his small body. It was clear that he could sense the tension circling around us.
“I mean genuinely nice,” I countered, my voice just as hard as we continued up the road.
Eclipse smirked dryly and shook his head at me. He took a moment to smoke his cigarette as though to calm himself. The action seemed to do more harm than good. Something about the way I spoke to him pissed him off royally. He looked determined to release his fury on me. 
“Do you know why I never bothered to come up here to claim any souls?”
“Why?”
“Because I do not see the worth in humans,” he shared without filter. There was not a trace of bluff in his cruel voice. He plowed on, explaining ever so clearly his disgust for my race. “There is nothing about any of you that appeals to me. There is nothing about your race that shows me that you’re worth anything. The fact that I’m now at risk of becoming one of you isn’t necessarily helping me develop any extra love for your race.”
My blood boiled at how easily he was insulting me with his abrasive words. How could a perfectly nice day culminate to such a hostile conversation?
“Oh the horror of being human, huh?” I snidely commented. 
Eclipse glowered at me. He didn’t miss the biting sarcasm in my voice. “There’s nothing your kind could offer me that could convince me to give up being a Demon to become human.”
“I’m human,” I reminded him with fury. “You do realize you’re insulting me as well?”
He scoffed unapologetically. “That’s why we’re trying to get you to convert.”
I regarded him with astonishment. After all was said and done, I finally saw the light. No matter how charming he was, no matter how kind he appeared, and no matter how smitten he looked, Eclipse was not just Eclipse—he was also the Demon of Lust, the very spawn of Satan. He was the very thing that all the fibers that made me human feared. His charms may have obscured this reality for a transitory moment, but now I saw things clearly. The Demon’s true colors were on display, and I was disgusted. 
“This . . . this is what you are, and you still think I’d want to become a Demon? You still think I’d want to become a soul-less Demon like you and not feel the simplest human emotions?”
The words came out faster than I could’ve stopped them. 
In return, Eclipse’s reaction was raw and unfiltered as well.
“As opposed to being a bottom-feeder who gets joy from the miseries of kids and their mothers?” Eclipse snapped cruelly, stunning me with the bluntness of his words. His anger mated with mine as we finally arrived at the quiet bus stop. He glared down at me, his once doting eyes blazing with the fires of Hell. “Don’t proceed to judge me and my motives because there’s not an inch of your house that isn’t made of glass. You act so self-righteous and pious, yet both of us know about the sadistic tendencies that flow within you. The only difference between us is that I don’t judge you.”
I stood my ground, unafraid of the power radiating from his authoritative and wrathful demeanor. “The difference between us is that however sadistic I am, I’m still human! I still have human emotions where I can empathize with others!”
“You killed your own family and you couldn’t care less about their deaths!”
“I was six!” I snapped before losing it. I glared at him, the fires of Hell raging in my own eyes as soon as he reminded me about my fucked up past. “Don’t stand there and act like you give a fuck about me or know a fucking thing about me!” I continued, punctuating each word with hatred and disgust. “We both know that you’re only here because you want to fuck me, you want to have me as your trophy, and you want to become a full Demon again.” I shook my head in revulsion. “I’ve told you once and I’ll tell you this again: I’m not giving you my soul, you disgusting monster.”
The muscles in Eclipse’s jaw hardened while his face morphed into a cold, emotionless marble. My calling him a monster was the breaking point. 
“What’s so wonderful about being a fucking human that you want to hang onto your soul this much?!” he shouted at me, scaring OinkOink so much that the puppy cowered away in my bag. Unaffected by the puppy’s whimpers of sadness, he plowed on scornfully. “I am offering you salvation—to become something better than what you are. And this is the fate you moronically choose every time? You choose to keep that already fucked up soul of yours and continue to be the pathetic human that you are?”  
“I’m not going to let you destroy my life!”
“What life?!” he roared, his irate voice thundering along the desolate dirt road. “What life do you have right now? You have no family, you have no real friends, and you have no one who cares about you enough to die for you in this world. You are completely void of human emotions, only showing some semblance of sympathy every now and then because you feel you should so you don’t feel entirely like a freak. You care about absolutely nothing but yourself. The few things you care about—the few things you obsess over—are your appearance and your future. You pathetically try to make up for your sadistic tendencies by giving your victims money, whether it be the homeless man or the shelter or whoever is unlucky enough to be the victim of your sadism. You are running low on your inheritance now, barely scraping by because of your constant indulgence in your sadistic tendencies. And to add to all of that, all you care about is your future—how you want it to be and how great you’re going to make it because your life sucks right now. But you know the funny thing about that? It’s all a waste of time because you have nothing to look forward to. You don’t even have a future!”
A paralyzing terror unlike any other overcame me at his last words. 
At the same instant, Eclipse stopped talking. His eyes were wide when he realized that he had inadvertently disclosed something in his moment of rage that he wasn’t supposed to reveal. Within a split second, the ambiance around us evolved from wrathful to ominous. 
“D-don’t have a future?” I finally managed to ask, my words coming out in stutters. Terror ricocheted off my quivering body while I stood there in shock. “What are you talking about?”
Eclipsed inhaled sharply and closed his mouth. The wrathful Demon that was berating me was gone, and in his place was Eclipse, who was now staring at me in stunned silence. It was palpable that he did not want to answer my question.
“What are you talking about, Eclipse?” I repeated, staring up at him with fear in my eyes. When his silence remained, I upped the ante and enunciated my next words with unforgiving severity. My expression said it all: I was going to rip his face off if he didn’t answer me soon. “What are you talking about?”
“ . . . You’re on a time limit on Earth,” Eclipse finally told me long moments later, effectively causing the color to drain from my face. As the cold wind grew chillier at his words, the foreboding fear stole all the warmth from my trembling body. “If I don’t successfully turn you into a Demon before time runs out, then you will die.” 
I was beyond comprehension at this point. All I could do was stare and allow the silence to stretch over me and torture me with its overbearing presence. Then, after what felt like an eternity had passed, I asked, “W-when?”
“Some time after you turn twenty-one.”
It felt as though a semi-truck had just hit me. My chest was locking up in pain and I could scarcely breathe. I replayed what he said and still couldn’t believe his words. 
After . . . after I turn twenty-one? 
“My twenty-first birthday is on December 26th,” I said slowly, grasping the urgency of the expiration date he gave me.  
Eclipse gave a grief-stricken nod of confirmation. “I know.”
“That’s about two months from now.”
He nodded again. “I know.”
My mind was running in circles. 
How could this be happening to me? How was it possible that there was an expiration date on my life and how was it possible that the expiration date was coming so soon? 
Oh God . . .  
It felt like my whole world was crumbling around me. I raised my terrified eyes to Eclipse after a troubling thought assaulted my psyche. 
“H-how? What am I going to die from?”
Eclipse let out a long breath and raked his fingers through his hair. Although it was clear that he didn’t want to answer me, he also knew that it was inevitable now. Pandora’s box had been opened, and he had to help me deal with the aftermath. 
Taking a moment to curse at himself for his own rashness, he reluctantly enlightened me. 
“During your twenty-first year, at some point, you’re going to contract a virus. It will be a bug that’s harmless to everyone else, but fatal to you. It will start off as a regular cold. You will get a high fever and it will progress exponentially from there. Modern medicine will not be able to save you. Before you know it, you will be bed-ridden. No one will be allowed near you in fear of contamination. You’ll be completely alone in that quarantined hospital ward dying a slow, painful, and certain death. And that’s how you’ll leave this world—too young to experience everything that life has to offer.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this in the beginning? Wouldn’t this help with your persuasion?” I asked quietly, shaking where I stood. I had no idea where my mind was at that moment. I was so paralyzed with fear that I couldn’t even begin to categorize my emotions. 
From the distance, I could see the headlights of an approaching bus. While its appearance brightened the dark road, it offered me no solace. If anything, the lights only served to make me feel more depressed and miserable. 
Eclipse’s sympathetic eyes took inventory of the petrified state I was in. “There’s a lot about me that you don’t know, but know that I wanted to spare you from this knowledge for as long as I could.” He sighed, swallowing tightly. “Telling a girl that I’ve taken a strong liking to that she’s going to die soon isn’t something that I want to do during my courtship.” He exhaled a pained breath, his gaze assessing the misery engulfing my now pale face. “And I didn’t want to see you like this.”
I didn’t say anything. I simply found empty solace in staring at the ground as the whirring of the bus came closer and closer. 
“I want to save you, Gracie.” Eclipse stepped closer to me. His warm hands reached out to cup my cheeks in tenderness. He gently raised my eyes to meet his. “Let me give you the long, prosperous life you deserve. Let me save you from this fate. You don’t have to die like this, Gracie. You don’t have to die at all. I can save you. I can stop all of this, if only you’d let me.” 
“I . . . I need to be alone.”
“Gracie,” he began softly.
“Please,” I said feebly, so traumatized that I couldn’t even gather the energy to argue with him. I didn’t want to talk to him anymore. I just wanted to be alone.
Noting the fear that had overridden me, Eclipse must’ve understood that I needed my space because instead of forging on as he usually would, he nodded in understanding. He freed my cheeks from his hands and took a step away from me. 
Though I felt despondent when he withdrew his warm touch from my skin, I knew that it was better for me to be left alone as opposed to being around him. I needed to be by myself. I needed to think. 
Eclipse moved out of the way, allowing me to sweep past him as I climbed onto the bus alone. I walked down the aisle of the empty bus and slid into the backseat. 
I kept my eyes staring straight ahead. 
I couldn’t see him, but I could feel Eclipse’s gaze on me—he was genuinely worried for me. I wanted to turn back and stare at him for comfort. Instead, I found comfort in OinkOink by pulling him out of my bag and setting him on my lap. As if understanding my pain, OinkOink nuzzled himself close to me. He quietly whimpered as I mindlessly petted him. 
My heart twisted in agonized knots when the bus started moving me away from Eclipse and closer and closer to my own world of contemplation. There were a myriad of conflicting thoughts sparring for attention in my mind. However, the most prominent thought was the one that terrified all the nerves that made me human: I was going to die soon.
In two months, if I didn't give my soul to Eclipse, I was going to die.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"But that was before I met you . . . the one who ruined everything."

18: The End of Grace
 
The weight of the world suffocated me as I sat in my living room in silence.
I kneeled on the floor with a big piece of white butcher paper spread out in front of me, coloring the banner I was making for Sanctuary. I had been meaning to post this banner on campus to bring my school’s attention to the existence of Sanctuary. I wanted to help raise funds and recruit new volunteers for the shelter. Since I had just found out that I was going to die soon, there was no more reason for procrastination. I had to finish this soon and post it while I had time.
I bit my quivering lip and capped off the purple marker. While I colored inside the outlined black letters, I couldn’t help but allow tears to form in my eyes. My eyes blurred as the tears dripped onto the butcher paper, staining it completely. I sniffled to myself and made a mental note to put some glitter on the tearstained area to hide the remnants of my pain. I drew in a deep breath to regulate my tears before lightly pushing OinkOink, who was pawing at my knees to comfort me, away to grab the pink marker that was underneath him.
The saddest part of accepting my fate was knowing that I would die alone. I killed my entire family, had no one I could really call a friend, had no significant other who actually cared about me, and I had not accomplished the one thing I had always wanted for myself: to overcome my sadistic tendencies and become completely human. 
With all this somber contemplation, it was only natural for my traffic of thoughts to segue into Eclipse’s proposition. In the midst of the darkness overshadowing my once bright future, I saw the light in what Eclipse was offering me: eternity. 
Now that I had discovered that I only had a few months to live, it was tempting to accept his offer. It would be sensible to agree to give him my soul because who wouldn’t want to live forever? As enticing as it sounded, I just couldn’t settle on this rationale. How could I give up my soul if it was the only thing I possessed that made me human—if only minutely? I already felt like a freak. Although I was a freak with a disturbed soul, at least I had a soul. If I parted ways with it, then I would have truly lost the battle with my sadism. There would be no hope for me to become a good person after that. 
I was so conflicted with my choices. 
Die in a few months or live forever as a Demon? Did I want to die like that? Did I want to live like that? I honestly didn’t know what to do. 
My sadism wanted eternity; my humanity wanted the end of forever. 
I went to bed with the hope that some shut-eye would help me make the decision about what I should do with my life—or my possible death. A myriad of thoughts swarmed my mind and all I wanted to do was sleep and hope that my subconscious would make the life-or-death decision for me. 
However, as I attempted to sleep with OinkOink slumbering at the foot of my bed, I realized all too quickly that even though I was tempted with the prospect of living forever, I could never fathom the idea of becoming a Demon. 
At least with death, I would be liberated. As a Demon, I would be chained for all of the unending eternities. And I couldn’t have that. I just couldn’t have that. I couldn’t give up my soul. I couldn’t give up what was left of my humanity. I’d rather die with my soul than live for all eternity without it.
 
●●●
 
I woke up the next morning determined to tell Eclipse that I chose death. To my frustration, Eclipse didn’t appear at all in the morning. I thought it was strange that he had yet to make an appearance, but I figured he must have been giving me some time to deliberate. With that thought in mind, I continued to wait for him into the early afternoon. By the time night descended over the world, I found myself disappointed that he had yet to make an appearance. 
Honestly, where the hell was he?
It was only when I was in the elevator of my apartment building, staring mindlessly at random floating dust particles, that I felt someone else's presence. The aroma I had come to adore invaded my senses. At the same time, the cloud of smoke that I had become all too familiar with billowed around me, indicating that the one I had been waiting for had finally arrived for my verdict. 
“Please tell me you’re going to accept my offer.” 
Eclipse was standing beside me, dressed in one of his impeccable black suits. The elevator had come to a stop mid-flight, and I knew this was Eclipse’s doing. He was giving us the privacy we needed for this important conversation.
“You have been avoiding me all day,” I stated instead, assessing his face.
 He looked exhausted, like he hadn’t had a good night’s rest. I had a rough night, and I was positive that Eclipse had experienced the same anxiety, if not worse. My decision not only affected my own existence, but his as well. It was understandable why he would be so fatigued with concern.
“I gave you time to truly think things over,” Eclipse amended, taking a lethargic moment to look at my yellow empire waist dress before retuning his focus to me. Desperation cloaked his gaze. “Please tell me that you’ve made the right decision. Tell me the answer is ‘yes.’”
I shook my head. One would think that fear would hound me after I officially accepted my decision and ultimately chose death. On the contrary, I felt nothing. Sleep did me a world of good. The fact that I was the one who made the decision to keep my soul, despite the inevitable mortality awaiting me, made me feel empowered. I liked that I was doing the right thing, no matter how difficult it was for the sadistic part of me to accept.
“Fuck,” Eclipse muttered, face-palming himself in misery. Unlike me, his reaction to the prospect of death was not as serene or diplomatic. “Fuck my life. Shit like this only happens to me.”
I swallowed tightly at his acidic words. I had already anticipated this negative reaction, and for the most part, I understood his frustration. It wouldn’t be pleasant news for anyone to hear that his existence was now in jeopardy because of someone else’s decision. 
“I’m sorry that your fate is tied to mine, but it’s not my fault you made a premature deal without consulting me first.” 
I was considerate, but I was also rational. He should know that this wasn’t entirely my fault. I was about to die soon. I didn’t need the accountability hanging over me that I had killed someone else along with myself. If someone was foolish enough to make such a moronic deal, then they should accept the consequences of their choices in life as well.
Eclipse looked at me critically, offended by what I said. 
“The veil over you wouldn’t lift unless I made the deal,” he countered, reminding me why he had to put his life on the line in the first place. His tone was dry, completely bitter. 
I shrugged because I didn’t want to argue with him. There was no point in fighting when the seconds of my life were nearing its end. I remained quiet for a long time, chewing on my bottom lip and allowing the tense silence to percolate around us. 
Unable to help myself, I voiced a question I had been thinking about since last night. I hoped that he would accommodate my query. 
“Do I still get wishes?” I uttered faintly, my voice barely above a whisper.
Eclipse’s brows bunched together. He looked stumped. He wasn’t certain if he had just heard me ask the most ridiculous question in the world. “What?”
I cleared my throat to speak clearer. “Do I still get wishes?”
Eclipse’s stare was rife with judgment. He was not amused. “Do I look like a neighborhood genie to you?” 
“Will you really deny a dying girl’s last wish?”
“At this point, I couldn’t care less because as far as I’m concerned, I’m dying too.”
I blinked at him, trying to appear innocent in order to soften his resentment. I really wanted my wishes. 
“I thought you said you’d do anything for me and give me anything I wanted?” I reminded him. I recalled all those nice things he promised me on the bus. It meant nothing to me before, but now it meant everything. I wanted to claim all of it before I passed from the world. 
A dry laugh issued from his lips. “I was trying to charm my way into your pants, Teacup. There aren’t a lot of things I say that can be taken at face value. I would’ve told you I’d kick a flying pig for you if it meant I’d be one step closer to getting you into bed.” 
I felt my face burn red at his reply. 
As I became redder than a tomato, he gazed at me curiously and asked, “What would you wish for anyway?”
“World peace . . .”
He chuckled again, this time with complete amusement. “I think you will have to take that generic wish to the grave with you because I don’t have the power to enact that. Even if I did have that much power, I wouldn’t waste it on that.”
“Why would it be a waste?” I challenged. 
I was aware that it was a generic wish. To be blunt, I didn’t care too much about world peace because, well, I lacked some of the basic human emotions to care about others. Nevertheless, because I had this immature bullet point on my bucket list that said, “change the world,” I figured nothing would be more epic than wishing for world peace and having it come to fruition. It would be cool to be the source behind world peace before I died. Regrettably, Eclipse seemed adamant on keeping my greedy self from getting a hold of such a glorious wish. 
Eclipse expelled a sigh just as the elevator started moving upwards again. Perhaps feeling bad that he had to deny me my wish, he started to explain his reasoning to me.
“You humans have a tendency to taint any good things that are given to you,” he began as smoke moved pensively around him. “Even if there were world peace, one day, perhaps decades or centuries later, someone will be greedy enough to take advantage of it. Wars will start out again, and before you know it, everything will be worse than before. This is why divine and demonic interventions are usually kept out, and this is why no powerful entity bothers with wasting their time with frivolous things like world peace. It is better to let the little fishes learn from their mistakes than to fix anything for them.” He turned to me, his eyes colored with judgment for me and my race. “These are your lives and your world. You have two legs, two hands, two opposable thumbs, and a pretty sizeable brain—stop complaining, stop bitching, and stop wishing. Just fix it yourself.”
I sighed, crestfallen that I couldn’t die with a wish coming true. In the process, the Demon was reprimanding me again about the apparent shortcomings of my species. 
Taking notice of the quiet contemplation I had drifted into (and probably sensing my sadness that my wish was denied), Eclipse sighed again before making something appear on the tip of his finger. 
My eyes blossomed with awe. 
Within the blink of an eye, there was now a red Hermes Birkin bag hanging from the tip of his finger. And dancing within the pouch of the bag by the grip of its heels was a new pair of black Christian Louboutin high heels.  
“What . . . what is that for?” I asked in wonder, my eyes glowing as I stared at the breathtaking beauties before me. 
“Something you’d actually wish for,” he replied, handing them to me with a small smile. It elated him to see how happy I became.
I reached for them, cheerfully accepting his gifts because these were items I had been lusting after for quite some time. I had resorted to admiring them from afar as opposed to whipping out my credit cards and purchasing them as I normally would because I had no more money. Suffice it to say, it made my night to have them in my possession. 
I beamed up at him, feeling grateful that he had given me these beautiful gifts. It was funny how Eclipse could make me so angry one minute, so miserable the next, and then so happy right after with his simple actions. In moments like these, I couldn’t bring myself to believe that he was as cold as he made himself out to be.
“Do you really think humans are lower life forms?” I couldn’t help but ask. For whatever reason, I truly didn’t believe he loathed humans as much as he said he did. “Do you really hate all of us that much?”
Eclipse took a second to regard me with an indiscernible look in his eyes. A sardonic smirk played on his lips while he inhaled another puff of his cigarette. “I had preconceived notions that were popular amongst my species.” Another stream of smoke escaped him. “But after coming here and having some interaction with you and the people at Sanctuary, my beliefs have become a bit more flexible.” The muscles in his jaw tightened when he saw me smile knowingly at his answer. In an attempt to save face, he quickly amended, “Don’t mistake this one-time concession as me declaring my love for your race. I can admit when a shitty race isn’t as shitty as I thought they’d be, but that doesn’t mean I still don’t look down on your world.”
No matter how abrasive his words were, I had come to find that with a Demon like Eclipse, even a one-time concession was a leap for the moon. I imagined it would be hard to change the mind of an immortal being who had seen everything the world had to offer. From this, I could only conclude that he must have taken a strong liking to a certain demographic of my race to have such a “flexible” opinion on us as a whole. 
“You really liked those little baby midgets, didn’t you?” I prompted with a poorly hidden smile.
“I didn’t waste my time setting up Wii consoles for the little brats and putting up with having those little munchkins hug me while watching scary movies for fun,” he finally admitted, biting back a smile when he was reminded of them.
“So why’d you lie and say you didn’t?”
“I’m trying to make you hate the idea of being human,” Eclipse admitted miserably, turning to face me fully. “Admitting that I like the little baby midgets doesn’t exactly help my cause, now does it?”
Something about his answer warmed my heart. It wasn’t exactly a Hallmark answer, but coming from a Demon like Eclipse, it was better than anything a Hallmark card could dish out.
Satisfied, I nodded favorably and peered up the elevator gauge. I realized that my floor was coming up, and when it did, it would end whatever we had going on because my decision was set in stone now. 
“Well, I guess this ends our little relationship, huh?” I asked quietly, staring at him once the light for the eleventh floor hit twelve, nearly coming to the thirteenth floor.
He studied me with disappointed frustration. “You’d really rather die than become a Demon?”
I bounced my head, giving him the same thing he had given me within this box of steel: an honest answer. 
“I’m already less than human. I don’t want to lose anymore of my humanity. If my soul is the only thing left that makes me human, then I’m going to keep it. I can’t help that I’m the way I am, that I have sadistic tendencies. But since I have the choice right now to keep my humanity, I’m going to hold onto it. I trust that I’m making the right choice.”
“Right choice for who?’ he countered once the elevator doors slid open. “It’s definitely not the right choice for you.”
I smiled weakly at him, stepping out with my new presents. The sight of Eclipse in such misery was hard to swallow, but I wasn’t going to be persuaded to alter my decision. 
“Goodbye, Eclipse,” I said to him, trying to act as civil and polite as possible. If this was my last interaction with him, then I wanted it to end on a nice note. “I can’t say that it’s been a pleasure, but I can definitely say that it’s been entertaining. Good luck with the ‘I’m-going-to-be-human’ thing. I’m sure someone as smart as you can figure out how to charm your way out of the deal. Take care and don’t make anymore foolish deals.”
Eclipse made a rude noise at my words. I had no doubt that he hated me. The elevator doors then slid shut, leaving me with the last image of Eclipse shaking his head. He did not utter a single word of goodbye. He simply stared at me with a mixture of disbelief and resentment before the doors closed entirely. 
To be honest, I was a bit put off by his cold demeanor. This resentment was fleeting when I placed myself in his shoes. There was a chance that he would die because of my choices. Anyone in his right mind would be bitter about this. I rationalized that perhaps it was better for him to not say anything. Perhaps it was best to leave on a quiet note because knowing Eclipse, if he actually opened his mouth, he’d probably blurt out something completely offensive and ruin the mood. 
Leaving all of that behind once I reasoned that he was officially out of my life, I treaded silently down the hall and headed straight towards my apartment. Once I walked in, I was instantly greeted by an eager OinkOink. He came bouncing towards me, barking and wagging his white tail in glee. 
I smiled, genuinely smiled at the puppy that had fast become an acquired taste for me. I bent down, placed the heels and handbag on the carpet, scooped him up in my arms, and hugged him. 
“I guess you’re my family now, right, OinkOink?” I murmured, kissing him on the head. I stared down at him with sad eyes. “Will you miss me when I die?”
He responded by snuggling closer to me. He licked my chin affectionately and whimpered in sadness. It was as though he was telling me that he didn’t want me to die. 
My heart warmed at this gesture. 
“I didn’t like you when I first met you because you’re furry and cute, and I hate cute animals,” I admitted to him, staring down at his innocent face. “But now I’m happy that Eclipse gave you to me because I really like you—flaws and all.” 
I gave him another kiss on the head before setting him on the ground and going through the motions of my nighttime beauty regime. 
Time to move on with my life . . . 
I changed into my pink nightgown, washed my face, and brushed my teeth before I went into my bedroom to prepare for bed. I was in a relaxed mood when I noticed OinkOink running into my room, barking relentlessly. 
“Arf! Arf! Arf!”
He stopped beside me, hopping on my heels. His tail was wagging profusely, indicating that he was delighted about something.
“Arf! Arf! Arf!”
“OinkOink, shush!” I warned him, lightly nudging him with my foot so that he would get the point and shut up. Unfortunately, he did not heed my request. The barking continued. 
“Arf! Arf! Arf!”
I was going crazy with all of OinkOink’s annoying high-pitched barking. I was close to putting a muzzle over him and sticking him in a shoebox when another sound thundered over OinkOink’s incessant barking.  
“OinkOink. Be quiet.”
I froze after I heard the familiar voice, and just like me, OinkOink grew quiet as well. 
With excitement pulsing in the puppy’s eyes, he ran towards the direction of the voice. My reluctant eyes followed the little fur ball as he skidded around my bed and stopped at someone’s bare feet, pawing at them for attention. 
My eyes rose up. Air hilted in my chest when I saw him—Eclipse—standing there, bare-chested and wearing nothing but black drawstring pants. He looked good with a shirt on but damn, he was on fire without it. 
I was stunned, completely speechless until I saw Eclipse step closer to my bed and wrap his hand around my comforter, pulling it aside to make room for himself. 
I instantly snapped out of my stupefied state. 
“Wait, wait, wait! What are you doing?” I shrieked, staring wide-eyed at him. There could only be one reason why he was here: he was ready to release his sexual frustration and finish me off. My heart raced a mile a minute at the possibility. Fear raised the pitch in my voice. “Are . . . are you planning on killing me right now?” 
Though the idea of two people having sex before they left the world was tempting, I still had a list of all the cool things I wanted to do before I died. I couldn’t have sex with him until I completed all those tasks! 
Eclipse laughed, gazing at me while he tossed the comforter aside. “No. You may be dead-set—no pun intended—on dying, but I’m not going to let you. I’m not giving up on you, Teacup. I’ve risked far too much to be here; I’ve given up far too much to let it all go down like this.”
I was flabbergasted. If he didn’t want to have sex with me then—
“. . . Why are you standing near my bed with your shirt off?”
He smirked at me while OinkOink continued to pant in glee. “I’m going to be a permanent fixture around here now.”
Oh no.
My eyes broadened further when I digested the meaning behind this. Eclipse popping in and out was already driving me crazy. Now he was planning on staying with me permanently? Shit! Oh shit, this couldn’t be happening. I had kicked him to the curb when we were in the elevator. Why was he back?!
“B-but what about your responsibilities,” I stuttered, recalling him telling me how busy he was as a Royal Demon. 
“It can wait,’ he dismissed at once.
“But—”
“You don’t get it, Gracie,” he interrupted firmly. He grabbed a pillow and an extra blanket from my bed and made his way over to the little sofa I had in my room. He turned to me after dumping the pillow and blanket on the sofa. He straightened to his full impressive height and gazed at me with conviction. “My entire existence is dependent upon yours. You may be foolish enough to accept your fate, but I’m hell-bent on making sure you fulfill your destiny.” 
He sat his gorgeous butt down, stuck his long legs over the length of the sofa, placed the pillow behind him, and covered himself with the blanket, permanently making himself comfortable in my bedroom, and as it would appear, in my life.  
Eclipse flashed me a wicked smile that took my breath away. His eyes glowed with a fusion of determination and raw carnality that would have given me a nosebleed if I weren’t so frozen with shock.
“As far as I’m concerned, until I successfully turn you into a Demon, you are never getting rid of me.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"Why do you have to be better than the one I’m waiting for?"

19: Immovable Fixture
 
Everywhere I went, Eclipse was right there alongside me.
He was there with me in lecture halls, for my shopping errands, for my workouts, and of course, he was there with me when I volunteered at Sanctuary. The worst part was that he also got the kids to call me “Gracie” and “Teacup.” I would cringe every time they called me those nicknames. It was akin to having little mini Eclipses running around, torturing me and teasing me with cuteness. My only consolation was that they began to call him “Ashtray” as well. However amusing that was, it did not make up for my frustration with Eclipse. It was one thing to be hounded by a Demon, but it was another to be hounded by a Demon that I was very attracted to. Since I was trying to resist his charms, I did not appreciate him hanging on me like white on rice.  
“You have to leave me alone,” I told him after we left Sanctuary and returned to my apartment.  
We had finished our evening workout, arrived home, and put OinkOink to sleep. I had been holding in this plea for a while, thinking that if I let Eclipse be, then he would get the point and leave me alone himself. Nevertheless, as a girl who was about to die, suddenly having a ridiculously good-looking Sex Demon follow me around was the equivalent of someone constantly waving a candy bar in a fat kid’s face. Since I had chosen death, the prospect of dying from having sex with him wasn’t as terrifying as it should have been. And this new line of thought was a problem because the last thing I should endeavor to do was expedite my death sentence.
“I don’t think so, Gracie,” Eclipse replied. He smiled as he drank from his water bottle. He was shirtless, sporting only dark blue basketball shorts and blue running shoes. There were tints of sweat shimmering on his body after the tough workout we had at the gym. While I was on the stairmaster, he was showing off his endurance on the treadmill. It took all my willpower not to look directly at his smoking-hot body and to keep my perverted eyes solely focused on his face. 
“You don’t feel as if you’re an inconvenience to me?”
He appraised me up and down. Mild amusement cloaked his eyes as he took in the sight of me with a black workout tank top and black shorts. “Well, you’re an inconvenience to me considering that you’ve essentially sentenced me to death. I’m just returning the favor, Teacup.” He smirked devilishly and added, “By the way, if you think I’m going to have sex with you as your last ‘dying wish,’ you’re in for a rude awakening. As enticing as you are, I don’t put out unless I get something in return. In this case, my price is your soul. If you want even a remote chance of molesting me, you know what you need to do.”
Even though I had already suspected that he would use sex as a weapon against me, it wasn’t nice to verbally hear him admit this. I narrowed my eyes. “You’re teasing me on purpose?”
“Yes, I am,” he said shamelessly. A proud, masculine smirk quirked onto his lips. “And if I trusted myself to not pounce on you, then I would’ve taken it upon myself to be completely nude while in the apartment with you.” He bequeathed me with an indignant smile. “Consider yourself lucky that my weakness is you and that all I’m doing is walking around with my shirt off, Teacup. If I had done the former, then I know the sight of me naked would have convinced a nun to become a Demon for me. You wouldn’t even stand a chance.” 
“You’re shameless,” I seethed, secretly thankful that he didn’t do the former. I doubted I would stand a chance if that frigging Demon were to flaunt his raw and untamed sexuality in my face. I went quiet for a few breaths before changing the subject to a more socially appropriate one. “How does the Demon thing work anyway?” 
I needed to get as far away as possible from sexual thoughts about Eclipse. Nothing would sober me up more than talking about demonic things. Now that I thought about it, I was also very curious. I had never asked him how the conversion process worked. It would be interesting to hear the answer. 
“What will happen to me if I agree to become a Demon? Will I be reborn or something? Will I change completely? What will happen?”
“The conversion process is a long and complicated one,” Eclipse began with a sigh. “I’ve never performed one so I have no idea how it truly works. There are things that the Demon—who is known as the ‘Creator’—and the human have to do before the conversion can even begin. It’s a very complex process. Apparently, only when the human agrees to give up their soul will the Creator know what to do. I can’t tell you how the conversion will work, but I can tell you that once I turn you into a Demon, you will stay as you are in human form. The only difference is you’d be better. You can switch from the realms of Hell and the human world as you wish. You can live as a human and work as one as well. You can do anything you want—as long as your Creator gives you the leeway to do so.” A faraway look appeared on his visage. “Though I have to tell you it might take you a couple of months—or possibly even a year or two—to leave my bed because I’ll probably want to keep you there with me for a while.”
I glowered at him. He really did have no filter for that mouth of his. 
“You do realize you’re objectifying me?”
“And you’re not with me?” he countered without apology. He tilted his head. “I see how you look at me, Gracie. I’m the Demon of Lust for the Devil’s sake. I can feel your lust and your desire for me. You don’t care about getting to know me or saving my life. All you care about is the sexual wonders you know I’ll bring to you.” 
He arched a challenging brow at the scowl that took over my face.  
“Our relationship is a symbiotic one, Teacup. We both desire things from each other, we both find one another attractive, and we both benefit from each other’s shallowness. This is the best relationship two different entities like us could have. I don’t see the point in pretending that there’s more to our relationship than our mutual, shallow admiration of the other. I also don’t see the point in you constantly pretending that you’re so prim and proper when nothing but dirty thoughts invade your mind when it concerns me.” He grinned coyly before inching closer. Desire teemed in his beguiling eyes. “Just say the words, Gracie. Say it, and we can both give in to what we want without you croaking before the night is over.”
“You know what? You’re right,” I finally admitted, abandoning all pretenses about ignoring this “sexual wall” between us. What was the point of denial when this Demon was so adamant on pointing it out? “I do want to have sex with you, but I also want a strawberry cheesecake. Do you see me bingeing on that? No. Do you know why? Because we human beings have this thing called self-control. There is a cost and worth to everything. The cost of losing my soul to sleep with you isn’t worth it to me—definitely not. That said, you can taunt me all you want, but I’m not giving in. Not now, not ever.”
He paused for a contemplative second before disbelievingly saying, “You’re comparing your desire for phenomenal sex with me to cheesecakes?” Amusement colored his expression. He stared down at me with favorable eyes. I would even go as far as saying that his fondness for me grew even more in that moment. “My nonexistent-goodness, you’re such a fat girl at heart.”
I wheeled away from him. I concluded that there was no point in lingering on this topic. It was needless teasing and it was best to just end it. I couldn’t handle hanging out with him any further tonight. I needed space for my own sanity. I roughly jutted my head towards the bathroom as my way of dismissing him from the room. 
“Are you going to shower first or should I?”
He nodded, aptly accepting my dismissal. While he was getting ready to leave for the bathroom, he suddenly waved a hand over the kitchen table. A slice of strawberry cheesecake appeared before my eyes, shocking me with its sudden presence. I gaped at him, openly suspicious of his actions. What was he up to?
“Temptations are part of life, Gracie,” he purred lightly. “They may not be good for you, but it is fine to give in every once in a while, especially when you know how delicious it’s going to be.” He pushed the plate closer to me. “So what the hell, right? Life is short. You only live once. You might as well enjoy it.” Just before he left for his shower, he stopped behind me, brought his lips to my ear, and silkily said, “And thank you for letting me know your dessert of choice. For our first night together, I was having trouble deciding between slathering whipped cream or caramel all over myself. However, having you eat a strawberry cheesecake off my naked body will do as well.” I could feel him smile as I gasped inwardly. “I’ll be in the shower, Teacup. I’ll leave the door open just in case you need me.”
As soon as he disappeared and I heard the shower running, I had to place a hand over my heart to calm the incessant beating. I was exceedingly disturbed with the mindless sexual attraction I felt for him—I had never felt this way about anyone. I was so affected by Eclipse’s intense sexuality that I had to get a tissue because my nose was starting to bleed from our encounter!
I hate my life, I thought miserably, pathetically sitting down on the table and munching on the strawberry cheesecake, bloody nose and all.
I was crestfallen. How was I going to survive my last remaining months with someone like him by my side? It was becoming unbearable, mainly because I knew I was going to die and a big part of me really didn’t want to die a virgin. I literally had death trailing around me and all I wanted was to throw myself at him and have him give me the time of my life. But then I’d remember the list of cool things I wanted to do before I died and dying from an orgasm was not one of them. 
I shook my head as conviction presided over me. I couldn’t be a willing victim in this mess. I had to be a fighter and I knew just how to do that.
 
●●●
 
“Where are you going?” Eclipse asked the following night. 
He watched as I glided out of my room with a little jade green dress and super high heels. OinkOink was following closely behind me, making soft panting sounds as he trotted along, staring up at me in confusion. The puppy clearly didn’t understand why I was dressed so provocatively. 
“Studying,” I said briskly, grabbing my white trench coat from the couch where Eclipse was relaxing. 
Eclipse’s eyes narrowed while he watched me put on the jacket. “Liar.”
I blew out a breath, not caring if he knew where I was headed or not. “I’m going to a club.”
His eyes enlarged at this piece of information. OinkOink had jumped onto the couch with him and was settling onto his lap. Against my better knowledge, it appeared that OinkOink was staring at me in outrage as well.
“Are you a dysfunctional nerd or something?” Eclipse asked at once, shocked with my nonchalant answer. His blasphemous eyes gaped at me like I had committed an unforgivable sin. In a low, scandalized voice, he added, “It’s a school night.”
“Yeah,” I dismissed carelessly. “Since I’m going to die anyway, I think that merits me being able to go out on a school night and let loose.” I glared at him, remembering how needy he made me feel the night prior. I needed a break from this guy or I would end up dead on my bed soon. Gathering up my courage, I tried to appear stern when I told him, “You better not crash my night out. I’ve had enough of the testosterone in the room whenever you’re around. Since you’ve made it a point to be around me 24/7, I need room to breathe. I need to hang out with my friends.”
“Friends?” he prompted, perplexed by my answer. “What friends?”
“My girlfriends.”
“I thought you didn’t have any real friends?”
I rolled my eyes at this unnecessarily true fact. “Just do your own thing tonight, and I’ll do mine, okay?” 
He took a moment to appraise me before carefully asking, “You really hate being around me that much?”
Being around you makes me wanton! I wanted to whine at him. I resisted the urge to be childish and demurely said, “If you have to ask, then you’re not as smart as you look. Now promise me you won’t crash my girls’ night.”
A muscle leapt in his sculpted jaw at my careless dismissal. Much to my surprise, a slight bitterness overtook his face and he turned away from me. If I didn’t know better, I would go as far as saying that Eclipse was offended and hurt by my strong distaste for his presence. 
With a quiet and bitter voice, he dismissively said, “Have fun on your girls’ night.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"Why do you have to be better than anything I could ever dream up?”

20: Breaking the Sun
 
The girls’ night at club Soleil was boring.
Per usual, we were getting free drinks from guys in the club because we were five cute girls sitting together with no boyfriends in sight. Due to the fact that Ara, Dawn, and their friends, Kina and Missy, were trying to limit their round of drinks in fear of getting wasted, I took the honor of emptying the drinks that were gifted to us. Honestly, if you were sexually frustrated because you had a ridiculously hot Demon following you around, you would drink yourself into oblivion as well. Plus, I was bored to boot. 
I suppose to have fun on a girls’ night, you would have to like those in your company. Since I only enjoyed fifty-percent of the company I was with, I was miserable the majority of the time. 
Let me introduce you to Kina Oh and Missy Park. If Ara, Dawn, and I were like peas in a pod, then Kina, Missy, and I were like oil and water. 
Kina and Missy were childhood friends with Ara and Dawn. They were also the epitome of the types of people I would never voluntarily hang out with. They were rich, stuffy, and self-righteous—all critical components fusing into personalities that bordered on ignorance and snobbery. When Ara and Dawn first introduced me to them, they were relatively friendly. All that warmness faded away when they found out that I wasn’t a Christian, and all that friendliness morphed into snobbery when they found out that I wasn’t planning on converting. 
It didn’t take a genius to deduce that Kina and Missy didn’t think I was “worthy” enough to hang out with them because of my lack of religious affiliations. They have made no effort to hide their distaste towards me. I was in their group, but not completely in their inner circle. In their already established inner circle, I was merely a guest. This was something I have always understood and truthfully speaking, it was something I never minded. With my personality traits, my affinity towards solidarity, and my own efforts to safeguard my secrets, I would always prefer to be someone’s “guest” anyway. 
Don’t get me wrong. With my aversion towards Kina and Missy aside, it was so nice to finally hang out with Dawn and Ara again. I saw them throughout school for lunch, but it still wasn’t the same hangout time we usually had because I had been heavily distracted by Eclipse. 
Albeit it was wonderful to be hanging with my friends again, I had to admit that I was really beginning to miss Eclipse. He could be overbearing at times, but he was also incredibly fun to have around. He would always make the most interesting comments about people, and even though I would never outright agree with him, I could see where he was coming from. I also couldn’t help but feel bad about the way I left things off at home. I couldn’t forget his crestfallen face after I pretty much told him that I hated being around him. I felt guilt, but almost as quickly, a part of me would assure myself that I was doing what was best. Eclipse was too dangerous to be around. The more time I could be away from him, the better it was for my own survival. It was too dangerous to get “used to” having Eclipse by my side. I couldn’t allow myself to get this attached, especially not to a Demon who only wanted my soul. With that thought engraved in my mind, I continued to sit there, attempting to enjoy my night.
“Grace, you seem really distracted lately,” Ara finally voiced. 
We were in a crescent-shaped booth, and I was sitting between Ara and Dawn and across from Kina and Missy. I was drinking by myself, half-heartedly paying attention to what they were saying and letting out meek laughter whenever the whole group laughed. I assumed I was doing a good job of blending into the social environment around me, but I guess with the preoccupied state I was in, it only made sense that my usually good acting skills were mediocre tonight. 
Ara spared a glance at Dawn who, after taking a moment to decide if this was the appropriate time, chimed in and said, “We’re actually getting really worried about you, Grace.”
I looked at them, surprised by the severity in their choice of words.  
“Why?” I forced a laugh in an effort to appease the worry that was prevalent on their faces. “Why are you guys worried about me?”
“You just don’t seem like yourself,” Ara commented gently. Concern outlined her voice. “Every time I see you, you always seem distracted and jumpy. It’s like you’re expecting someone to pop out of nowhere and attack you or something.”
Or something, I thought absentmindedly.
Unbeknownst to what I was thinking, Dawn said, “And it’s been worrying us because every time Ara and I try to talk to you, it always looks like you’re in a dream world.” She paused meaningfully and then added, “And you still haven’t told us what happened on your date with Don. You usually tell us these things right away. This is not like you, Grace . . .”
Granted Ara and Dawn weren’t people that I would consider to be my true friends (my definition of friends were people you would share your secrets with, so in that regard, no one in the world was actually my friend), they were close enough to me. I cared about them. Probably not in the same manner that normal people would care about their friends, but for someone like me, it was considered an amazing feat that I even had a semblance of attachment for Ara and Dawn. What they said touched a small part of me that still felt human, so much so that it felt like a burden to prepare to lie to them. As nice as it was for them to voice their concerns, I was not about to reveal to them why I had been so distracted lately. If I told them that I had a Demon shadowing after me and bugging me for my soul, I doubted I would have any “friends” left.
I smiled softly at them, ready to give some bullshit reason as to why I had been acting strangely. I could hardly get a word out before a rude voice interrupted me. 
“Cut it out with the bullshit, guys,” Kina spoke up from the side, clearly intoxicated as she laid her lethargic eyes on them. 
Kina had always been a lightweight drinker and after two shots of vodka, it was safe to say that she was drunk. It was also safe to say that she was ruder and more abrasive when she was drunk. The only good thing about her drunken state was that she seemed to hate me less. Although I couldn’t complain too much about her being inebriated, I could complain about her bluntness, especially with her next words. 
“She’s not going to tell you anything if you’re beating around the bush.” She looked at Dawn and Ara before swiveling her piercing brown eyes in my direction. “We heard that some random guy tagged along on your date and that guy told DonKi to convince someone else’s girlfriend to cheat with him.”
“DonKi told you that?!” I cried, my eyes wide with shock at this new development. I was so stunned that I could barely retain any acting skills. What the fuck? So they all came here already knowing about what happened on my date?
Kina shrugged. “Well, not exactly. He told Dawn that. I happened to have overheard a little bit when she was turning him down.”
My eyes grew larger. A scandalized gasp escaped my lips when the latter half of the statement rang in my ears. Turned him down?
Oh my God.
I turned to Dawn, whose face was pink with mortification. “You’re the other woman?”
Dawn groaned, face-palming herself. “It’s not like that, Grace.” 
“Apparently he’s had a thing for Dawn for a while now,” Ara interrupted. Amusement overfilled her slurring voice. “And apparently he doesn’t care if she’s been with Sun for eight years. He wants a chance with her too.”
“That piece of donkey shit!” I shouted, showing an uncharacteristically immature side from all the alcohol I drank. 
My unexpected cussing was not lost on the girls, all of whom were staring at me in bewilderment. I was too livid to care about their dumbfounded reactions. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. My mind was going haywire. 
My breathing grew heavy and angry when I said, “Why did he ask me out if he was crushing on Dawn the entire time?”
Missy laughed as though I had posed the dumbest question. Like Kina, she was friendlier as a drunk, but unfortunately like Kina, she was also too blunt for my taste. “Isn’t it obvious? He was trying to make her jealous by hooking up with her friend. Since all of us are taken, you were the only choice left.”
Dawn shook her head, exasperated. She placed a comforting hand on my shoulder and finally decided to chime into this conversation. 
“DonKi had been lusting after different girls for as long as I’ve known him. A couple of months ago, it was several other girls from church. Several weeks ago, it was Missy and Kina. Recently it was me, and the other week, he was even crushing on Ara!” 
Ara’s eyes broadened disbelievingly. “Really?”   
Dawn nodded distractedly at Ara before angling to face me fully. “DonKi falls in and out of lust with girls at such a rapid pace that he puts the speed of light to shame. He has a thing for girls who are taken. It was always a weird fetish of his. This was why I was really happy when you guys hit it off at my party. Unfortunately, however much DonKi was attracted to you, he still couldn’t shake away his lust and attraction for a girl who was already taken. And regrettably, the idiot chose me as his latest object of ‘already-taken’ affection.”
This was where Kina’s voice drifted in again. “It wasn’t until Dawn smacked him in the head and berated him for being shady did DonKi confess that he got the screwed up advice from some random guy who was tagging along on your date.” 
The spotlight turned to me once we reached this point of the conversation. Everyone was curious, and from the look in their eyes, they weren’t going to let me sneak my way out of answering this one. 
“Care to explain your end of the date now?” Kina prompted sternly. “Who was this random guy?”
I sighed, pretending to be exhausted while I sang my pearls of lies to my friends.
“He’s some guy from my apartment complex. We spoke a bit in the elevator after I came home from school one day and we’ve been having small chats after that. He mentioned that he had just moved in and that he was going through a bad breakup. He said he was looking to start over. I don’t know what came over me. I stupidly threw the invitation out that he could come hang out with me on my date if he was lonely and needed company. It was a thoughtless offer. I didn’t think he’d accept!”
The girls bobbed their heads, all four clicking their tongues in understanding. None were the wiser, and none detected the lie in the tale I told them.
“So, he’s not your boyfriend or suitor or anything?” Ara asked quietly. Disappointment suffused her voice when she realized that this “phantom boyfriend” of mine didn’t exist—that he was some random neighbor I took pity on.
I swayed my head from side to side. “Oh no. Definitely not. He’s not my type.” 
He’s a Demon, I wanted to add.
“Too bad,” Dawn teased after everyone was satisfied with my story. “At first, we were pissed off at DonKi for running out on your date. But when we found out that you were with some other guy, we were all excited that little Grace was finally going to have her own boyfriend. We were looking forward to having the quintuple-group-date we’ve always wanted for our group!”
I smiled, recalling being the ninth wheel whenever I went out with the girls and their respective boyfriends. It was always awkward. Everyone always teased me about getting a boyfriend so that we could have “fun group dates” together. After roughly four years, I imagined they were losing hope that I would actually land myself a full-time boyfriend as opposed to dating different guys every other week.
“Maybe next year,” I offered, saddened because I really thought DonKi was going to be the tenth wheel in our group. I truly believed he was going to be “the one” for me. So much for that dream . . .

Ara nodded before reverting back to the more serious side of the conversation. “Now that we’ve figured out the mystery guy, can you tell us what’s been bothering you lately?”
“It’s really nothing, guys,” I placated in my most reassuring voice. “I think I’ve been taking on too many things at once. I’m exhausted from school, volunteering, my personal life, and things like that. My life has been spinning out of control, and I think I had a small breakdown. It’s okay though. I’m trying to get back into the motions of relaxing.” I smiled meekly, looking at them with a soft expression. “That’s why I was so adamant on coming out tonight. I wanted to have fun with you guys. I didn’t want to talk about my problems; I only wanted to have fun and relax, you know? Just so I could forget about my troubles and be happy again.”
Dawn and Ara covered their mouths in horror after I said this.
“And here we are screwing it up by bringing up all this crap,” Dawn said shamefully.
In the background, Missy and Kina rolled their eyes at their friends’ over-dramatization while Ara’s eyes teemed with resolution. 
“Okay, okay. No more!” Ara shouted, picking up a shot glass and raising it in the air. 
Following her example, the girls and I picked up our glasses as well. Missy, Kina, and I may not have gotten along, but we all had a mutual love for Dawn and Ara (as well as a mutual love for fun and alcohol). No matter how at odds we were, at that particular point in time, all that mattered was drinking and enjoying our night. 
“Let’s have fun,” Ara toasted, laughing while the bass from the music reverberated around us. “Screw the stress of school, screw our work problems, screw our boyfriend issues, screw family drama, and screw life. We may think our lives suck, but at the end of the day, at least our names aren’t DonKi Kong!”
The girls and I laughed and raised our shot glasses higher to that toast.
“Amen to that!” we all cheered.
I took a swig from the shot glass and felt the alcohol burn my throat on the way down. I couldn’t have felt better. So this is why people have girls’ night out, I mused. I had never truly understood why people depended on friends so much, but tonight, I got a small taste of it—how much sanity it could bring to one’s chaotic and drama-filled life—and I felt thankful to have this outlet in my life. 
People were smiling, laughing, swaying to the music, and I couldn’t help but revel in this upbeat environment by swaying to the music as well. I, along with everyone else in the club, was having a wonderful time getting lost in our own deliriously fun world when a sudden hush presided over the club. It happened as soon as someone stepped into the venue and turned our ordinary world upside down. 
Eclipse.
Our small world stopped on its axis when he stepped onto the platform of the club. The spotlight caught him at the right moment, pausing on him and bringing our unwavering attention onto him. Akin to being the only existing sun in our galaxy, our lives at that instant revolved around him and only him. 
Tall and powerfully built, with a face crafted to perfection and an aura unmatched by any other, Eclipse stood at the entrance of the club like he was a gift from God to us lowly humans—a gift to showcase what perfection looked like. With his chocolate brown eyes shimmering even under the shadows of the club, his black dress shirt showcasing a hint of his chiseled chest, his dark pants accentuating the impressive length of his tall figure, and a cigarette hanging from his kissable lips, Eclipse couldn’t have looked more like a beautiful Angel come to life.
I had always known that Eclipse had a powerful aura, but at that instant, I felt like I was staring at him through the eyes of everyone in the club. Because of this, I felt even more infatuated by him. Never in my life had I seen someone hold such attention over a room. Though there were several guys in the club who were bigger than him, some who were just as tall as him, and some who were even a bit taller, Eclipse seemed to have dwarfed everyone in sight. If our society didn’t nurture us to be so prideful, then I would be willing to bet that many individuals in the club wouldn’t have any issue with getting on their knees and worshipping him like a God. That was how powerful his aura was. 
All eyes were on him, and as his eyes searched the room, I felt my heart stop when his gaze found mine. I was sitting in the far corner, hidden under the veil of shadows, but I knew he saw me. With a slow, enticing smile as his brief greeting to me, he took a puff of his cigarette and then took his eyes off me. Exhibiting the grace of a tiger, he glided across the room, sped up the VIP upstairs area as though it was his playroom, and was instantly enveloped in a crowd of beautiful people in the exclusive VIP balconies that adorned the club.
And then just like that, when the sun left us and disappeared into his own exclusive world, the spell was broken and us insignificant humans were allowed to return to our mundane lives. The crazy part about that hypnotic state was that although it felt like we were mesmerized for an eternity, it had actually only been several seconds!
“Oh my God, who was that?” Ara chirped dramatically. 
Excited chattering began to reverberate around the club. Although everyone went back to their own world, everyone was now talking about the beautiful eye candy who had gifted us with his appearance. 
“You guys felt that too, right? Oh my goodness, I have a boyfriend, but I felt like I cheated on him because I was staring for so long!” Dawn squeaked, nervously sipping from her martini glass. 
“Oh my, that was really hot,” Missy remarked breathlessly, fanning herself with her left hand before drinking her next shot. 
“A guy like that is dangerous,” Kina commented, taking a sip from her martini as well.
“You got that right,” I replied grumpily, watching as swarms of beautiful girls on the VIP balcony surrounded Eclipse, each giving him bedroom eyes. 
A round of drinks was bestowed to the VIP’s, and Eclipse was in the center of all this excitement. Regally, he raised his glass, making an unintelligible toast to everyone up there. The crowd, boys and girls alike, cheered and drank with him like they were all one big happy family. Though there were other guys on that VIP balcony, it seemed that Eclipse was the favorite of the girls. I felt a glare glisten over my eyes while I watched him. That bastard. He wasn’t pushing any of them off of him either! He was just standing there, enjoying their company. 
I was fuming. Right when I was beginning to enjoy my night, he decided to dramatically crush my girls’ night. Not only that, but he was also parading a bunch of girls in front of me, not even giving me the time of day while I sat there in silence, staring up at him in misery. 
I bit my lower lip. 
I didn’t understand the emotions whirling inside me; I didn’t understand why I was so angry to see Eclipse surrounded by other girls. All I knew was that because I felt so infuriated by the scene, I actually excused myself from the table, faked going to the bathroom, and hurried out the backdoor for some fresh air. 
“What’s wrong with me tonight?” I muttered to myself, breathing in the cold air. Why did I care so much about what he did? Shouldn’t I be grateful that he was leaving me alone and paying attention to other people? Why was I feeling so territorial and so aggravated? Honestly, what was wrong with me? 
I was trying to categorize my thoughts, attempting to calm myself down and preserve some semblance of sanity. Much like all things in my screwed up life, all of that was shot to hell when I heard the door to the club creak open.
“You shouldn’t be outside by yourself.”
I whipped around to find Eclipse standing there behind me, studying me with concern because of the chilly air and soft mist cascading around us. 
“It’s freezing out here, and it’s going to rain again soon.” He inclined his head towards the club. It was apparent that he followed me out with the sole purpose of reeling me back inside so that I wouldn’t catch a cold. After disclosing to me the prospect of how I would die, I knew that Eclipse was hell-bent on making sure that I didn’t get sick. “Come back inside. I don’t want you to catch anything.”  
“What are you even doing here?” I asked at once, ignoring his concern about my well-being. The residual anger I harbored for him throbbed within the intonation of my voice.
Even though he appeared slightly put off by my tone of voice, Eclipse maintained his composure. He dutifully pardoned me for my rudeness. With a pleasant smile, he simply answered, “Working.”
I gazed at him bizarrely. “Working?”
He smirked coyly, sparing a glance at the closed club door where the undulating music could be heard. “Clubs are notorious for fucking up inhibitions and letting lust fall loose. It’s ground zero for people giving into their indulgences.”
It hit me when I recalled all those beautiful people he went upstairs to hang out with.
“Those VIP people,” I prompted slowly, all the cards falling into place. “Are they your workers?”
“Co-workers,” he amended.
I arched a curious brow. “Aren’t you a Prince?”
He shrugged and smiled sheepishly. “They do not know who I am.”
I gaped at him peculiarly, momentarily distracted with this new topic of conversation. “Why don’t they know you? Aren’t you famous or something?”
Eclipse released a patient chuckle. He must have perceived my question as being naïve. “You think every Demon under my rule is gifted with the honor of meeting me or knowing what I look like?” He shook his head. Wind coursed around us, gliding his smoke in my direction. “No, these kids are new. They are baby Demons, and they think I’m new as well. That’s why they were all toasting to me up there. I prefer to lay low and mix in with the crowd as best as I can when I want to relax in a hotspot.”
I gasped loudly when I registered what was happening in that once seemingly innocent club. 
“You guys are wreaking havoc over innocent party-goers!” I accused. 
“No, my workers are having fun and so are the humans,” Eclipse corrected tightly, showing an unusually protective side over the “baby Demons” under his rule. “Trust me, there are worse in my species and worse hotspots for your fellow human beings. Those kids in there are the safest ones. They are not hurting nor harming anyone. They are just having fun. And as it would appear, your humans are having the time of their lives admiring them.”
I opened my mouth to argue against his point. No intelligible retort came out because what he said was true. Everyone in that club adored the beautiful VIPs in the upstairs balcony, and no one appeared to be getting hurt. 
Abrupt anger overtook me. I was instantly reminded of why I was standing outside in the first place. I jarred myself out of the tangent we were on and glared at him again. I couldn’t believe he had pranced around with girls in his arms and was now trying to act like nothing had happened.
“Well, you shouldn’t be here,” I stated, giving him a cold stare. “You should leave right now.”
“Why do you dislike me so much?” he suddenly asked, his face mirroring the same offended expression he had in the apartment. “Am I really that despicable that you can’t even stand to be around me?”
Although his question was like a punch to my gut, I kept myself from reeling. 
Why did I dislike him so much? Did I dislike him? I knew that I did, but I didn’t find him to be despicable. I only found him to be overbearing, tempting . . . and incredibly threatening. 
Unsure of my own thoughts on this, I did what I did best: I feigned nonchalance and simply gave him an emotionless stare. “I think my reaction to you every time I see you speaks for itself, doesn't it?” I jutted my chin at him. “Now I really think you should leave.” 
His jaw tightened at my command. He did not appreciate my rude tone. Standing tall and proud, Eclipse gave me a regal stare that was reminiscent of a King who wouldn’t even answer to God, much less a human like me. There was only so much insolence he could tolerate before he was at his wits end. It appeared that the prelude of the end had come for Eclipse in regards to me. 
“You don’t tell me what to do, Teacup,” he commanded evenly, steel underlying his calm voice. “No one tells me what to do. Don’t mistake my strong liking to you to me being whipped by you in any way. It would be a terrible mistake for a human like yourself to make in regards to a powerful entity like myself.”
“Why are you here when I specifically asked you not to come and crash my girls’ night? Didn’t you agree to my demands at the apartment to leave me alone tonight?” After I voiced this, fear speared through me. Concern pulsed in my eyes when I realized that he had abandoned something to come here and bother me. “And if you’re here, then who’s watching that oversized ball of fluff?” 
OinkOink wasn’t necessarily my most favorite living creature in the world, but he was loyal. I hadn’t forgotten that he was there for me when I was depressed about my impending death. I felt an attachment slowly growing towards him and did not find it amusing that Eclipse was here when he was supposed to be watching the puppy. What if something happened to OinkOink because of Eclipse’s abandonment?
“I came to hang out and relax. I didn’t do anything to you and your friends nor did I crash your night,” he answered swiftly. His face softened slightly at the reminder of OinkOink. “And I tucked OinkOink in. I poked him several times to make sure he was really asleep. He’s completely knocked out. He won’t be up and running again until morning comes. You don’t have to worry about him getting into any type of trouble.”
I nodded in approval at his answer about OinkOink. I, however, didn’t let him off the hook with crashing my girls’ night. 
“Hanging out in front of me with other girls counts as crashing my girls’ night,” I told him critically. “You should be ashamed of yourself for not giving me the space I asked for and parading around with a bunch of bimbos in front of me.”
A sardonic brow raised up. “Are you jealous?”
“What?” I reacted, flabbergasted by the sudden prompt. I gaped at him in bewilderment. “Of what? You with a bunch of girls? Who are you to me? Why would I be jealous?” I swallowed uncomfortably once I saw the offended glint in his eyes. If I didn’t know better (and if he actually had human emotions), then I would have thought that he was feeling hurt that I could say this to him.
“Did you put a spell over everyone by the way?” I added distractedly, dismissing the hurt look on his face. “Why was everyone so entranced by you when you walked in?”
“No, those are my natural charms,” he said firmly, clearly maintaining composure despite the fact that muscles were now straining beneath his body. He looked tense, aggravated, and extremely pissed off. “I have a very magnetic presence, one that a certain hardheaded girl takes for granted.” He scoffed grudgingly and then, as if insulted by the thought of what I had said to him, his eyes darkened. “You know what, Teacup? I think that you’ve been too spoiled by me.”
I shot him a baffled look. “What are you talking about?”
He took a step closer to me, looking quite intimidating while he towered over me.
“I’ve been nothing but patient and affectionate with you. To be honest, I think all that affection has gone to your head because you seem to not know a good thing when it is right in front of you.” A bitter smile that didn't reach his eyes graced his lips. “Well, if you don’t see it, I’m sure some other human girl will.”
It took all my will to control the fires that were threatening to sizzle in my eyes. “Are you trying to make me jealous?”
“I have to get some action from someone, right?” he countered flippantly. He gave me a measuring look. “If you’re not so willing, then I can easily find another girl who’d be more than willing.” A challenging smile touched his lips before he took a step closer to me. His much-too-hot-body towered over mine suggestively. “Of course, if you’ve truly seen the error of your ways and admit that it is you who is at my mercy, then I’d be forgiving. Things can return to normal and I’ll go back to spoiling you with my affections.”
I scoffed at the male arrogance emitting from him.
“Don’t make it seem like I’m the one who should be taken pity on, Ashtray,” I said to him harshly. I could feel the competitive vixen within me spring to life. I wasn’t going to give Eclipse the satisfaction of thinking that he had won when it was abundantly evident that he had lost since the beginning. “You’re the one who’s obsessed with me. You’re the one who gave up your powers to be here with me, and you’re the one who can’t stay away from me. Now tell me—who is at whose mercy?”
He smiled wryly at what I said, his eyes accepting my challenge. 
“Well then, have fun on your girls’ night, Teacup,” he told me tactfully. He wheeled away from me and waltzed back towards the club’s backdoor, officially setting the competition between us in motion with his final words. 
“You know where to find me when you’ve gotten off your high horse and are ready to admit who is obsessed with who, who can’t stay away from who, and who is at whose mercy.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“I may have waited a lifetime for him . . ."

21: My World
 
I don’t know what came over me as I sat there, watching as girls after girls threw themselves at Eclipse. The Demon looked like he was having the time of his life as he sat up in the balcony, sharing shots and laughing with them. All the while as this occurred, I simmered on the ground floor with boiling blood and rage-filled eyes. I was angry, I was so angry. As much as I hated to admit it, I was also incredibly jealous. 
He was my Demon! I had to suffer with him! I had to deal with his overbearing personality, and what ended up happening? Who got to benefit from it? Why did all these other girls get to crush on my eye candy, dance with him, and have their way with him while I had to watch out for nosebleeds and threats of possible death from sex?
My life is a joke.
Plagued with misery, I kept drinking and drinking. I was going crazy. The girls, even Kina and Missy, were beginning to become worried for me. They even tried to move all the drinks away from me, but I was persistent. Every time they attempted to take my drinks away, I would violently swat their hands, causing them to recoil in shock from the violence I displayed. I was normally very nice and soft-spoken, so I knew they must have suspected that the alcohol was beginning to work its effects on me—which was actually true. I typically had a very high tolerance for alcohol. However, when someone downs the drinks like I did, there was no blood that was strong enough to withstand the effects of the alcohol. 
I was inarguably drunk.
How did I know for sure I was drunk and not just tipsy? Well, there were only two things I would do if I became drunk. The first was that I would become a bit more violent, and the second . . . Oh cheeses rice, you’re about to see the second . . . 
“Grace! Where you going? Oh my God! You’re so drunk, come back!” Dawn’s voice chased after me while Ara’s arms tried to reach out for mine. They belatedly realized what I was getting ready to do in my drunken state. 
“Grace, no!” Ara screamed. “Please come back! Damn it, you’re going to kill us when you’re sober!”
“Fuck! Is she really doing this?” I heard Missy cry out, attempting to reach out for me as well. She missed me by a mere inch, causing Kina to groan in the background and cover her face in mortification. “Oh crap, she’s going to humiliate us!”
“Grace!” they all screamed. “Get your short ass back here!”
But it was too late. 
I was already staggering onto the dance floor, bopping instinctively to the music. I recalled the image of all these girls dancing sexily, using Eclipse like he was a stripper pole. I shook my booty in anger, releasing my frustration by gyrating my wrath away. Then, I did something I would never do in my sober state: I busted out my signature move.
The Shopping Cart Dance.
Envisioning myself pushing a shopping cart down a grocery aisle while some weird trance music played in the background, I started to glide down the dance floor. I pushed the invisible cart with one hand, shook my butt like no one’s business, and reached one hand up. I grabbed an imaginary chocolate-chip cookie box and threw it into the shopping cart while alternating the process with my other hand. It was a cross between old-school disco dance and simple foolishness. As I did this, I could feel my girlfriends trying to pull me away from my imaginary shopping cart. Being the persistent drunk I was, I kept running back to my shopping cart. I would push the cart with my hips, gyrating about like I was a planet revolving around the sun. 
I briefly looked up to the balconies. I could see Eclipse resting his arms over the railing, completely ignoring the other girls who were vying for his attention. He kept his undivided attention on me. I couldn’t really tell because my vision was kind of blurry, but I could’ve sworn there was an adoring smile on his face while he watched me with unrivaled interest. Hell, I would go as far as saying that he found me entertaining. A soft laughed poured from him as a couple of his “workers” stood beside him and watched me with big smiles on their faces as well. 
I’ll show you.
Wanting to demonstrate to him how awesome I was without him (and wanting to add some spice to my “shopping” routine), I ducked down without warning. I pretended that I was grabbing a tub of ice cream from the bottom shelf of the nonexistent freezer aisle and bounced back up with skills.
“Make room! Make room, guys! Hahahaha. Look at that little chickie go!”
“What the heck is she doing?”
“Hahaha! Oh man, this is making my night!”
“Work it, shorty! Work it!”
I could see the crowd swaying off to the side to give me room to dance. Under any other circumstances, my shy nature would have had a heart attack from all the attention I was getting. Sadly, because my beer goggles blinded me, I didn’t give it a second thought. I merely kept pushing my cart down the aisle. 
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Work it, Grace. Work it,” I encouraged myself shamelessly.
As I felt the alcohol pump its way through my body, I took my dance performance to another level. I attempted to channel the Shakira within me. Unfortunately, with the screams of horrors coming from the girls, I had a feeling that instead of looking like Shakira, I looked more like a drugged-up ape doing some extremely frowned-upon tribal dance gone wrong. But I couldn’t stop. I bounced around like I was convulsing with an exorcism and started fist-pumping the air. 
“Yeah!”
“Whoooo!”
“Oh yeah, baby!”
I guess I was getting really good because as the laughter faded, I could hear cheers coming from the crowd. I thought it was because of my own personal dancing skills, but when I felt someone grab my hips, I knew then it was because the “sun” of our small world had returned, and he was marking his territory with me as his primary object of affection. 
Wrapping me against his strong body, Eclipse placed each of his hands on my hips and applied a bit of pressure. He easily controlled the sporadic swaying and rotation of my hips, so instead of looking like an out of control hurricane, I actually looked like a woman who knew her way around the dance floor. 
“You win, Teacup,” Eclipse whispered into my ear, his warm breath giving me butterflies. I could feel a bitter smile form on his lips as he spoke to me. “I lose. I’m the one who is obsessed, I’m the one who can’t seem to stay away from you, and I’m the one who is at your mercy.”
“I always win, Ashtray,” I slurred drunkenly, feeling satisfaction that he was back by my side.  
His concurring chuckle spread over me. He pulled me closer by affectionately wrapping his protective arms over me.
“You will always win when it comes to me,” he crooned melodiously, making it sound more like a vow than a statement. 
Next thing I knew, I was dancing in rhythm with him, our bodies swaying harmoniously to the upbeat music. Turning, twisting, and moving like an ardent wind, I was lost with him. It wasn’t a slow dance, it wasn’t a grinding dance, and it wasn’t a sexy salsa dance. It was just that—a dance. A dance that old fashioned lovers did with one another to break loose and have fun, and a dance that completely steals you away from your reality. The club that was filled with people faded into oblivion. All that existed in my world was Eclipse, and judging from the way he was looking at me, I imagined at this particular second, I was his world as well. 
“How did I look dancing?” I asked moments later, feeling myself sober up while in his arms.
“Like an electrocuted monkey performing a dysfunctional mating dance during a 10.0 earthquake.”
My cheeks boiled with fire. I was absolutely speechless. Was I that bad?
Eclipse laughed, raising a hand to gently stroke over my flaming red cheek. “Can I request that the next time you dance like that, it will only be in the privacy of our own bedroom and only when you’re completely naked with me?”
“I thought you said I looked like an electrocuted monkey?”
A devilish grin played on his sensuous lips. “I didn’t say that it wasn’t entertaining nor did I say that it didn’t turn me on to see you shake your cute little butt like that.” 
“You’re always such a pervert,” I replied, though I was secretly glad that he was turned on by my dysfunctional dancing routine. 
I felt like I was on cloud nine—that was until people began to come up to me and tell me how much they enjoyed my performance. That was when I sobered up exponentially. I realized quickly that I had just danced like an idiot in front of a bunch of strangers! Horror streaked over my face. I was getting pats on the back from guys and girls alike, telling me that I was the best performer they had ever seen. They were being really nice, but I knew they were lying. I was nothing but a cute dork who made them laugh while they were performing their own mating dance. 
Oh God, I was so mortified! 
There was never a worse time to stop feeling drunk.
“Grace, do you know him or should we intervene and rescue you now?”
I almost had a whiplash when I heard Dawn’s timid voice float over the loud music. The momentary possession Eclipse had over my reality disintegrated. I instinctively stepped away from him and was greeted with the sight of Dawn and Ara standing behind me. Their faces were drained from chasing my drunk self around all night. Behind them were Kina and Missy, both of whom looked exhausted from trying to help Dawn and Ara regulate my craziness (and obviously failing). And if my drunken eyes weren’t deceiving me, then I’d say they looked extremely pissed off with me for ruining their night with my antics. 
I didn’t blame them. I was definitely acting the fool tonight.
“Oh, I know him. I know him!” I assured them when I realized that the girls and Eclipse were staring awkwardly at one another, unmistakably waiting for me to make the appropriate introductions before they could start conversing. I laughed nervously, still trying to gather my bearings. I gestured a tentative hand motion from Eclipse to the girls. “Um, everyone, this is Eclipse. Eclipse, these are my friends: Ara, Dawn, Kina, and Missy.”
“Eclipse?” Dawn whispered, her gaze broadening. She gasped at me before pointing at him. Knowledge glimmered in her eyes. “Ooh! Are you Grace’s new neighbor?”
Ara’s eyes bloomed as well. “Were you the one who crashed Grace’s date with DonKi?”
Kina exhaled in disbelief. Laughter threatened to deluge from her mouth when she hastily asked, “Were you the guy who convinced DonKi to ditch his date with Grace and told him to cheat with someone else’s girlfriend?”
“Were you the hot guy who just walked in?!” Missy blurted out, drunk off her mind before covering her mouth in a blush.
Eclipse laughed, pretending to feel awkward with the blunt questions—though I knew he was internally proud that he was so “infamous” with my friends. 
“Uh, I guess I’m guilty on all counts.” He faked a blush, smiling at Missy who blushed like hell when he added, “Though I’m not sure about your question, but I’m flattered that you find me to be so favorable in the first place. Thank you for that.”
The girls nodded, all grinning nonstop at him. Their behavior was similar to the residents at Sanctuary. They were completely enamored with him. 
I wanted to whisper to them, “You guys know you’re smitten with a Demon, right?” But I refrained from doing so because that would not be a fun conversation for anyone, especially for four Christian girls who adored God and detested anything that went against God. 
Ara laughed, being the first to break everyone from their stupor. “Well, it’s so nice to meet you, Eclipse.” She glanced at me with an approving glint in her eyes before facing him again. “Thanks for saving Grace and getting her to stop that weird dance of hers. The girls and I have been trying to pry her off the dance floor all night, but we were afraid of getting attacked because Grace is kind of violent when she’s drunk.” Another laugh poured from her. “She’s uncharacteristically wacky too, so it’s a great relief to see that you could help maintain her drunkenness!”
I glared at Ara. “You do know the alcohol is wearing off and I’m becoming coherent again?”
Ara smiled coyly, winking at me before Dawn, who had a sneaky smile on her face, said, “Anyway, we’re going to call it an early night.” She angled her head at me. “We’re going to stop by the church and since it’s all the way in the other direction . . .” Her eyes bloomed as though she was horrified by this newfound development. She gasped dramatically. “Who’s going to take you home, Grace? We don’t want you traveling all by yourself at night!” 
I bestowed Dawn and Ara with a blank, un-amused stare for their poor acting performance. 
Eclipse, who clearly saw through their act, smiled courteously and took advantage of the opportunity they opened up for him.
“I’ll take her home,” he assured them. He definitely approved of their efforts to match us together. “You know, since we both live in the same apartment complex and all. It makes sense if she leaves with me. I’ll take care of her from here.” 
“Oh thank goodness!” Ara beamed with a clap of her hands. “We thought poor, beautiful, and single Grace here was going to walk home all alone without anyone to protect her.”
Oh. My. God. 
Someone kill me. This was the lamest matchmaking effort ever displayed in the history of humanity.
“You’re such a good guy, Eclipse!” Dawn approved. She began to motion for the girls to follow her towards the exit. “Well then. We’re going to leave the two of you alone. Have a safe night!” 
With sneaky grins on their faces, Ara and Dawn ushered Kina and Missy away, winking at me and giving me a thumbs up before they disappeared into the crowd. 
“Your friends are very bad actresses,” Eclipse whispered into my ear. Amusement colored his voice when he added, “So I’m your neighbor now?”
I expelled a tired breath. “DonKi told them about some random guy crashing my date. I didn’t want to tell them it was a Demon who was after my soul. Instead, I fibbed and told them that you were some new guy who moved into my apartment complex.”
He clicked his tongue in knowledge. “Now after seeing what I look like, they have decided that they should play matchmaker?”
“It would seem like it.”
He smiled mischievously, sliding an arm around my waist. Pulling me close against his body, he began to steer us towards the exit. 
“We shouldn’t disappoint them now, should we?” He chuckled upon seeing the distaste on my face. He playfully pinched my nose as we navigated through the crowd. “I was just kidding, Gracie. A Demon and a human cannot be a couple—it’s against the laws of nature. One of us has to change for the other. And since I’m not willing to become human and you are unwilling to be a Demon, we are at a stalemate, aren’t we?” A playful smirk edged his lips. “Unless you want to make things official and become a Demon tonight.”
I rolled my eyes and drunkenly pushed him away. 
“I don’t think so, Ashtray,” I dismissed, running outside to enjoy the fresh cool air.
His soft chuckle followed closely behind me. 
“One day, you will truly consider becoming a Demon for me,” he teased, raising a challenging brow at me. “You can’t resist my charms forever, Teacup.”
“Not forever,” I wistfully agreed as we left the liveliness of the club and embarked onto the more monumental portion of the evening. “Only until the day I die.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
“But I could wait an Eternity for you.”

22: Here’s to an Eternity

 
In an effort to save money, Eclipse and I opted out of calling a cab after leaving the club and decided to walk home instead. The journey back to my apartment was unfortunately a long one because Soleil was far from my neighborhood. Thankfully, the walk proved to be a good one because the cold chill and fresh air were helping me sober up. My once congested mind felt liberated with the serene setting. 
We walked around the city, submerging ourselves into the sea of people swarming the streets at night. Reflections of neon signs, car headlights, and streetlights glowed on the surface of the damp pavement that had been touched by rain earlier in the evening. The city had a luminous glow to it and there was a sense of purity in the air that left me feeling sated. Under any other circumstances, I would have dreaded walking outside after a downpour, especially if I was only wearing a party dress and a pair of heels. However, tonight, it felt incredibly nice and perfect. It was so pleasant that when Eclipse suggested that we take a detour to the business district to further enjoy the tranquility of the night, I accepted without a second thought.
The amazing thing about this whole walk was the calm silence emanating from Eclipse. Throughout our journey across the streets that were protected by skyscrapers, he barely said anything. It was a complete 180 from his usual talkative self. Apart from talking about how cold it was and asking me if I wanted to take a little detour, he appeared to be lost in his own world of thoughts as well. 
A peaceful stream of smoke swam away from his lips while his eyes silently admired the illuminated world around him. 
“I walk around here a lot when you get pissed off at me.” His voice finally penetrated the silence, drawing me out of my stupor. 
I turned to him, watching as a small smile graced his lips. He was admiring a beautiful building in the distance.
“Do you really?” It was difficult for me to imagine a Demon doing something so normal—so human.
“Do you think I just go back to my throne when I disappear?” He laughed under his breath, bringing his eyes back down to meet mine. “At night, when I feel that it’s time to leave you alone, I take a pit stop here before I return to my Kingdom.”
“Why?” 
“Ahhhh!”
Just as I posed this question, an elderly woman, who was walking in the sea of pedestrians amongst us, suddenly slipped on the damp pavement. Her black handbag escaped her grip as she fell forward with a loud scream. Her face was headed straight towards the unforgiving concrete. 
It happened so quickly. 
She was on her way down until Eclipse caught her in time, saving her from her misfortune. 
“Oh! Thank you so much, dear!” she whispered, no doubt grateful to be saved.
Eclipse smiled kindly, helping her regain her balance. Under the radiance of the night, his beautiful face mirrored the glow of an Angel’s. “It was absolutely no problem.” 
The sadistic part of me was disappointed that he saved her. I would have loved to enjoy her misery. I was unhappy with his actions, but for the seconds to follow, this fleeting sadism dissolved with the cold night. To my surprise, I felt warmed to be able to witness him being nice to someone. I couldn’t explain it. Strangely enough, I felt proud of him. I would even go as far as saying that I admired him.
His gracious action was contagious—so much so that even I crouched down, fought the foot traffic that waltzed around the elderly woman’s spilled items, and helped gather her belongings. Once everything was safely packed into her bag, I stood up and handed it to her. 
“Thank you so much,” she whispered, looking between Eclipse and I. Her face beamed with gratitude. “God bless you both.”
“No problem, ma’am,” we both said before bowing and continuing with our walk around the business district. 
“The first thing you should know is that I look down on your race,” Eclipse told me, answering my previous question about why he took walks around the business district at night. I felt the defensive nerves within me spark up, but I held in the need to defend my race. I remained quiet and allowed him to continue. He smiled lightly and then said, “I look down on your race, but I can honestly say that nothing in this God-given world beats your enthusiasm to challenge the confines of life.” He peered up at all the towering buildings surrounding him. His eyes illumed with genuine admiration. “Your constant desire to find out the limits of the sky, to be grander than you are, and your ability to create works of art in the form of these breathtaking infrastructures is very fascinating. It is the equivalent of ants figuring out how to start fire—it is simply amazing.” As if knowing that it wasn’t appropriate for a Demon of his caliber to speak so positively about humans—even in the smallest dosages—Eclipse smiled self-deprecatingly. “Plus, it’s amazing to be out here at night. The world is so busy. There are thousands of people surrounding you when you walk these streets, but you could still feel alone and lost. It’s a liberating and unsettling feeling mixed into one. But the chaos around here makes it easy for me to categorize my thoughts. At the end of the day, I find it very soothing to be out here, completely lost in the structured chaos.”
“It’s your way of relaxing,” I provided for him.
He nodded before his eyes settled on mine. Curiosity infused the depths of his brown eyes. “What do you do to relax, Teacup?”
“I relax by immersing myself in the misery of others,” I confessed, thinking back to the disappointment I experienced when Eclipse saved that elderly woman. I showcased kindness because, in a perplexed moment, I felt influenced by Eclipse’s unprecedented graciousness. However, much like so many other moments in my life, I could feel my sadism overshadow my kindheartedness. I felt the bitter and cruel sensation return to me. If given a second chance, I would have held Eclipse back from saving her and I would have taken great joy in her fall. Thoughts like these made what was left of my humanity feel ashamed; it made me hate myself for always losing to my sadism.
This was my life—a life filled with contradictions. 
I wanted to be a good person, but in the end, I would always be a bad person.
I smiled dryly to myself, my bitter eyes meandering around the busy world surrounding me. The cool wind tousled my hair like waves in an ocean.
“Normal people take walks to relax. For me, I go out to find someone’s misery to enjoy. If I can’t find it organically, then I create it by causing the misery. The only time I can truly relax and enjoy myself is when I’ve had my fill of the misery of others. For example, right now, I’m not happy. I’m actually a bit angry at you for saving that woman and for influencing me to help her. Now all that is running through my head is that I should’ve stopped you so that I could watch her fall on her face and relish in her pain.”
Eclipse grinned in understanding. He was not surprised by this admission. Instead of responding to the elevated anger I harbored for him, he continued along with the former half of my statement. “And you feel nothing when you’re surrounded by these thousands of people? Surely the majority here must be miserable. Why can’t you just enjoy it all here?”
“I’ve tried,” I admitted sadly. “In a place like this, where everyone’s thoughts are all over the place, the emotions are mixed together with the chaos. I feel nothing when I walk around here. It’s all white noise; it is never the music I need.” I shrugged despondently. “I would need everyone out here to be miserable at the same time if I wanted to enjoy their miseries.”
“It must be terrible,” Eclipse mused carelessly, surveying the streets, “to live in a world where you feel so alone amongst your own kind. And to make matters worse, you’re stuck with an addiction that you cannot control.”
It was only after he said this did I realize that I unknowingly opened up more than I should have. 
I couldn’t have that.
My eyes sharpened on his cigarette. He was smoking it as though it was his lifeline. His mention of my addiction brought my attention to his. Eclipse had always presented himself to be strong-willed. With his desire for me aside, I couldn’t fathom why he was addicted to smoking. Shouldn’t someone like him be above it? 
Sensing my opportunity, I shifted the spotlight to his addiction.
“Why do you smoke?” 
Eclipse’s shoulders lifted in a lackadaisical shrug. A lighthearted smile overtook his face and he began to walk backwards. His retreating footsteps mirrored my advancing footsteps as we continued down the busy street. “Why wouldn’t I?”
“It’s bad for you.”
An entertained glint sparkled in his eyes. “Oh?”
I went on quickly, wanting to beat him at this game and drill into his head that he shouldn’t be smoking. “And it's bad for your heart.”
Smoke and laughter emitted from Eclipse’s entertained face. He kept walking backwards, skillfully maneuvering around people and never bumping into anyone. “My heart is already bad, heartless as some would say.”
I frowned. “It turns your teeth yellow.” 
He smiled, flashing his pearly white teeth as a wordless contradiction to my warning. 
“It’s bad for your lungs.” 
He continued to walk at a brisk pace, not even breaking a sweat. It was his silent and arrogant way of telling me that his lungs were fine. 
Not giving up, I pilfered through my mind for the bad consequences of smoking. I hastily added, “And it gives you bad breath!”
He stopped at once, nearly causing me to crash into him. My heels bumped into his shoes, bringing me to a complete stop. In a fluid motion, while a blur of people, cars, and nightlife dimmed in the background, he bent down slightly, gave me one of his breathtaking smiles, and took it upon himself to decadently blow smoke into my face. 
“Tell me, Teacup,” he purred, his lips just above the tip of my nose. He pecked it gently, causing my cheeks to enflame. With a soft whisper, he asked, “Do I have bad breath?”
Instead of coughing in disgust as I had anticipated, I breathed in the smoke. I inhaled the most wonderful scent I could ever dream of smelling. I found myself eager for more when the smoke dissolved under the weight of the cold air. I was captivated, but I was also rational enough to know when I was in a precarious predicament. Without hesitation, I placed my hands on his chest and pushed him away to put some distance between us. I couldn’t let myself be affected by his charms. It was getting tiring to consciously force myself to push him away when all I wanted was to be close to him. Regardless, it was the best tactic I could come up with when faced with an adversary like Eclipse who radiated physical extravagance.
“What kind of cigarette is that anyway?” I asked faintly, trying to change the subject. My brows furrowed in genuine curiosity. “Why doesn’t it smell bad?”
“This,” he answered, taking the cigarette out of his lips and taking a second to gaze at it, “is a very special cigarette.”
“It’s not bad for you,” I supplied, and he nodded before continuing down the sidewalk. I followed closely beside him. “It doesn’t have any negative effects on you?”
“No,” he conceded with slight amusement. He placed the cigarette back in his mouth and continued to smoke it. “Unlike your race, my race is a bit smarter. We do not create anything to kill us; we merely create things to entertain and benefit us.” 
I frowned at another one of his casual disses to my race, but relented in arguing when his criticism was well warranted. As it would appear, we were the only race stupid enough to create things that can kill us rather than benefit us. Stupidity was stupidity. You couldn’t defend that. 
“What are the benefits of smoking that cigarette?” I asked, staring at it as the end lit up and a fog of smoke coursed away from his lips.
“It has a calming effect on me,” he provided casually. “Plus, it’s become a bad habit of sorts.” Then, as though arriving at the destination he had been seeking all night, Eclipse stopped in a quiet part of the street. His eyes gazed up at the infrastructure that stood across from us. I looked up too and observed that it was the building that he had been admiring all night. It was one of the highest buildings on the block. 
“Let’s go up there,” he suggested, his excited eyes staring up at the edifice like it was a work of art.
I gave him a strange look. I recalled my extreme fear of heights and felt my body quake. “Excuse me?”
“To the roof of this building,” he clarified, his eyes still staring upwards. “The view must be nice. I want to see it.”
“Wh-what?” My eyes bloomed wide at his possible tactic of getting us up there. He wasn’t suggesting demonic stuff, was he? I was afraid of heights, but I was more afraid of demonic magic. “How will we get up there?”
He laughed and brought his gaze back down to me. “By taking the elevator, of course.” 
He made it sound so obvious that it made me feel a bit silly for thinking that he was going to use magic to get us up there. Though I was relieved we were given a pardon from playing around with his demonic powers, I grew more paranoid at the phobia I had of heights. 
“But . . . but isn’t the building rigged with alarms?” I voiced as my subtle way of telling him that I really didn’t want to go up there.
He grinned, stepping closer to the building and waving a graceful hand over the locked doors. At his command, the once locked doors parted like the red sea and obediently slid open for him. “You were saying?”
I grimaced, not knowing what to say. I had never done anything like this and I was so afraid. I was afraid of my phobia getting the best of me, I was afraid of breaking down, and I was afraid of getting in trouble if we got caught. I was feeling extremely apprehensive until Eclipse gave me an assuring smile.
“You’re drunk, and as it would seem, you’re about to die soon. Everything done tonight is forgivable and understandable. So why not say to Hell with your fears and be a bit rebellious with me?” His gentle eyes effortlessly held mine. “It would be a good memory to have before you die, yes? To fight all your fears and overcome them, if only for a night?”
Something in the way he said this quelled my fears. I was afraid, but I also felt brave enough to combat those fears, especially with Eclipse’s words as my catalyst.
“I am drunk.” It was more of an uncertain question than a statement, but it was enough to ignite the engine within me.
I’m about to die, I reasoned to myself. I should do something naughty and brave while I’m alive. 
With a tentative smile of consent, I hurried into the building with him and dashed to the awaiting elevator where we were whisked up to the highest floor. From there, we climbed the remaining stairway. Before I could consider the implications of my rebellious actions, I felt the wind run over me once Eclipse opened the door to the roof. We were instantly gifted with one of the most gorgeous views I would ever see in my lifetime.  
I hesitantly stepped onto the surface of the roof and felt the world around me vibrate with life. Under the canopy of the star-infused sky, the twinkling vista of Seoul in all its incandescent glory left me breathless. I felt like I was swimming in an ocean of lights. The powerful wind glided all around us, its numbing embrace causing goose bumps to form on my body. I should have been shuddering, but it was the opposite. I felt refreshed and, strangely enough, I also felt liberated. I was lucky to be wearing a skin-tight dress because no matter how violent the wind, it did little to nudge the fabric of my provocative dress. This small blessing was heavily appreciated because I did not want to flash a sexually frustrated Demon while we were on top of the world.
We reached the edge of the building, and I felt my heart jump in my throat. My astonished eyes reflected the magnificence of the city below. Despite the beauty, my phobia for heights came back at full speed, and I went into panic mode. Oh my God. What was I thinking coming up here? Was I out of my mind? 
Sensing my fear, Eclipse reached out his hand and stroked my quivering cheek. His dark eyes ebbed with a warmness that chased away all the fear within me.
“If you fall, then I’ll catch you.”
I stopped trembling.
It was such a simple statement, but for me, it felt so powerful. In that instant, I had never felt safer. I didn’t ask him the mechanisms by which he planned on “catching me.” I didn’t need to. There was such conviction in his gaze that I did not doubt him. So with that fear calmed, I followed his lead and sat down beside him on the edge of the building. I was still feeling nervous, but it was infinitely better than what I felt seconds prior. 
Giving me an ample amount of time to adjust to my new setting, Eclipse said nothing while we sat there with our legs hanging over the edge of the skyscraper. Our eyes silently lingered on the twinkling city breathing around us.
After a long moment, I grew comfortable, and as impossible as it sounded, I felt happier as I stared down at the world below me. While walking down there with everyone, I felt out of place, like I didn’t belong. But sitting up here, staring down at the world from high above, I felt like this was where I belonged. 
“I wish I had the power to disappear like you, to be able to physically escape from my problems with a mere thought.”
The words escaped me before I could filter them. I regretted it immediately.
“You know you can have that,” Eclipse responded, capitalizing on my momentary lapse in judgment. My inadvertent reminder of his task on earth ruined the serene moment we shared. “You know that you can have all of that if you’d give me your consent.”
“I don’t want to turn into a Demon,” I told him firmly.
Eclipse merely smirked. He redirected his attention and stared wistfully at the city lights beneath us. He breathed in a lungful of his cigarette. 
“You don’t belong in this world, Gracie,” he began pensively. “Being a broken human may be in your nurtured nature, but it isn’t in your blood. You’d be happier in a world where you can be yourself, where you don’t have to hide behind the mask of being someone you’re not.”
“You speak as if you know so much about me, but I know nothing about you,” I told him, recalling his earlier question in the night about why I disliked him so much. Feeling strangely free and unrestrained up here, I finally chose to enlighten him about why I hated being around him.
I gazed thoughtfully into his eyes, reveling in the feel of wind sweeping past us.
“You asked me earlier in the night why I disliked you so much, why I found it despicable to be around you. I’ll be honest with you, Eclipse. I like you—a lot. You’re very intriguing. I’ve become quite bored with my life. Though I can’t say that you’ve been the bearer of good news, I can say that you’ve livened up my life. Although I find you very entertaining, I don’t trust you. I find you to be tempting, yes. I find it hard at times to control my own whims around you, yes. But what I despise most about you, the big reason why I hate your presence is that I loathe being around someone who knows more about me than I do about them. For as long as I can remember, no one has ever seen my true colors—the type of person I truly am, which is a sadist in sheep’s clothing. But then you came along and pretty much threw everything out of order.”
Bitterness infused my eyes. 
“Suddenly there is someone out there who knows my secrets, who knows what makes me tick, and who is aware of the shame I have for myself.” I smiled dryly. “I’ve always led a solitary life and I don’t let anyone in. I’m always more cunning than my fellow human beings and for that, I feel safe with my existence. Yet with you, the great omniscient Demon who is more cunning than me, your presence is poison. You threaten my existence in more ways than one. You know far too much about me. And for that reason and that reason alone, I will always loathe you because I do not like it when someone can see through me and I can’t see through them.”
“I know what everyone else knows,” he responded after an extended period of silence. His brown eyes held my own with ease. “Your state of affairs in life and your propensity towards sadism is obvious. Anyone with some semblance of deductive reasoning can see that. All they need to know is some small surface information about you, which is that you were the one who killed your family and you’re still exhibiting sadism—if only in small dosages. Because all of that is public knowledge for a Demon like myself, figuring out what makes you tick isn’t intrusive. It’s simple fact.” He offered me a gentle smile. “Take me for instance. I’m sure you’ve figured out all the coated layers there are to me. You know more or less what type of individual I am and my set personality—just as I know yours. However, we do not know why the other is the way they are.” His eyes implored mine to see reason, to see that he wasn’t the enemy. “I am not a threat to you, Gracie. Contrary to what you may believe, I do not have you figured out. I have my theories, but certainly nothing concrete. You’re actually very complicated, which is one of the reasons why I find such fascination with you. You may feel that I’m a mystery to you, but you’re a mystery to me as well.”
“But you still know more about me,” I argued. Inwardly, I felt slightly better to hear his side, to hear that he found me to be just as complex and puzzling as I found him. “No matter what you say, our relationship is very skewed. You still know more about me than I’ll ever know about you. My background, my world, and certain things about me may be public knowledge, but your background, your world, and your beliefs aren’t.”
He nodded in understanding. “Very well. Ask me.”
“Really?” I blurted out, flabbergasted that he was giving me this concession again.
He nodded again, his features showing no bluff. “Ask me then, Teacup. Just like the other night. Anything you want that will help give you some knowledge of what makes me tick, what has helped embody me to be the entity that I am, and anything that will make me less threatening to you.”
“What’s Hell like?” I asked immediately, going right into one of the things that were such a big part of someone’s upbringing and background: where they were from. 
“For me, it’s beautiful.” A favorable smile danced in his eyes at the reminder of his home. He gazed at me with confidence. “For you it would be as well.”
I shot him a curious look. “I take it the pit of despair and misery only exists for the humans who lost their way?”
“Something like that.”
“Can you explain more?”
He took a moment to ponder my question. He slowly began to enlighten me on the inner workings of a world that we humans could only dream (or have nightmares) of seeing. 
“There are seven Kingdoms in Hell,” he shared, holding every inch of my attention. The dark sky began to rumble slightly while he spoke, giving me knowledge about something that few humans would ever know. “It is ruled over by the Devil’s seven sons—the seven Dark Majesties. For those residing in any part of the seven Kingdoms, you will never see a more beautiful place. But for those residing underneath the tomb—the pit of Hell—then there will never be a more miserable place. That’s where the assumption of Hell rests for your world, but for our world, it is merely the inverted tip of a much bigger iceberg.”
I swallowed tightly, astounded that even though I had known that Eclipse’s home was in Hell, I had always considered it to be a place with lots of fire and a place filled with miserable souls. It was insightful to learn that there was more to Hell than misery. I recalled the love in Eclipse’s eyes as he thought about his home. A dangerous thought crossed my mind. If Eclipse was so fond of it, then it couldn’t be that bad, right? 
Luckily, that dangerous thought was obscured by another prevalent realization. I instantly brought his attention to a certain anomaly in the information he just disclosed. “You said that Hell is ruled over by the seven Dark Majesties—the seven Princes. If it’s ruled over by you and your brothers, then where is your father?”
The light in his eyes dimmed marginally at this question. 
“In hibernation,” he said quietly, gradually taking his gaze off of me. He vested his attention to the dark Heavens above. 
Bewilderment spread over my face. “He’s in . . . hibernation?” 
Eclipse let out a confirming breath. “My father hasn’t been around in a very long time.”
My curiosity was unquestionably piqued. “Tell me.”
His cautious demeanor told me that he was hesitant to share any information that dealt with his father. Yet, as though recalling my dislike of him for keeping so many secrets from me, Eclipse relented.
The world around us grew quiet as he inhaled deeply from his cigarette. A contemplative expression presided over his face. The wind had stopped howling, the city below had grown silent, and the storms in the skies had stopped brewing for the time being. In that suspended moment, it seemed that the entire world had fallen silent to listen to the biblical story Eclipse was about to tell. 
“It is said that after my father fell from Heaven, his first act in the new world order was to create his seven heirs,” Eclipse began, fixing his attention on the full moon in the distance. “Pride was his first heir, the first son he ripped a part of himself to create. Pride was considered the most powerful sin of all and the one that caused him to fall from grace. Then came Wrath and Envy, the next two sins he felt when he fell. Several more long centuries passed, and in that time frame, he created Greed, Gluttony, and Sloth. It was said that by the time he reached me, more than several centuries from the time he fell, he was losing power. In order to create his last son, he had to wait for the moment where God turns a blind eye.”
“A blind eye?” I repeated slowly. 
He nodded. “When the moon passes between the sun and the earth, something extravagant happens.”
“An eclipse,” I supplied.
Eclipse nodded again, reverting his gaze to me. “The phenomenon is more than astronomical—it is biblical. Eclipses are rare and total eclipses where the moon covers the entire body of the sun is rarer. But for those few times where a totality occurs, those are the times when time stops. It is the time when God is blinded from the world he created, it is the time when the Heavens are powerless, and it is a time when God’s grace is overshadowed, as it is the forces of evil that humankind falls mercy to.” He went on, staring at the incandescent moon with unrivaled interest. “The meaning of ‘Lucifer’ is ‘Light-bearer.’ The root of my father’s powers stems from the control of the luminescent skies. When the eclipse occurs, his power for that brief moment in time is renewed.” 
He stopped smoking, flicked his cigarette away, and breathed in the fresh air. 
“He created me when his power was at its weakest and when it was at its strongest. Everything that my father had left, he gave up to create me. It is said that because the Heavens were blinded when I was created, my powers are beyond anything they’ve seen. Because unlike my Elder brothers, I was gifted with the last ounce of my father’s powers before he was thrown into exhaustion—before he had to go deep within the pit of Hell to renew his powers. It is said after he went into hibernation, he hasn’t risen since.”
“Is that why you were given a name other than Lust?” I asked, awed by the true significance of his name. 
He gave me a confirming smile. “It is an homage to my father and an homage to how I was born—under the cloak of the eclipse, under the veil of evil in its most powerful form.”
“Are your brothers given other names as well?”
“No,” he laughed, shaking his head. “They each go by the name of their sin.” A coy smile tilted on his lips. “I’m the only special one in the family, Teacup.”
I smirked at Eclipse, appraising him with a newfound light. It was remarkable how a mere question about his background—or his family’s background—could give me such insight into Eclipse. It astounded me because, at that second, he appeared larger than life. A real life powerful Demon, Satan’s youngest spawn, was sitting here beside me, speaking to me instead of wreaking havoc over the world. I couldn’t imagine why someone of his caliber would waste time with me. Granted he did appear like the type of Demon who would risk life and death for the fame of garnering a coveted soul, I somehow felt there was more to Eclipse’s motives as to why he was so attached to me.
I suppose I was still intoxicated by all the alcohol I downed because before I could even think twice about my query, I asked him a question that was so out of the blue that I couldn’t believe I had the nerve to voice it.
“Are you in love with me or something?”
Sounds of cars screeching on the road beneath us could be heard, which was an appropriate companion to Eclipse’s face. He wore the “wait-what-the-hell-did-you-just-say” look on his handsome face. 
He gawked at me, and I knew he was trying his best to not laugh at me. He was looking at me as though I had just asked a computer if it had fallen in love with me. The notion sounded ridiculous and hilarious to him. Though he did his best to stifle back his laughter, I could hear the mocking amusement pour out through his voice.
“Demons don’t fall in love, Gracie,” he told me, acting as though that was the most obvious fact in the world. He bit his lower lip, suppressing his smile because he deduced this was a sensitive topic for me. Albeit he tried to take it seriously and answer me in a civil manner, it was obvious that he thought this was the funniest thing he had ever heard. He cleared his throat and buried his scrutinizing eyes into mine. “What would possess you to think that I’m in love with you?”
I felt the mortification rain down on me. I had never felt more stupid. If I weren’t so afraid of heights, then I would have jumped off the building to save myself from the embarrassment that was engulfing me. Of course a Demon couldn’t fall in love. What was I thinking?
“I . . .” I shifted edgily, trying to pilfer through my thoughts to deduce what would possess me to ask such an improbable question. “I–I just can’t understand why you would risk your life to get my soul . . .”
“So your only conclusion was to think that a Demon has fallen in love with you?” he provided lightly. 
He was making fun of me, and I did not appreciate it. 
I frowned, feeling defensive and angry that he was making light of this conversation. I was aware that it was a dumb question to ask a Demon, but he didn’t have to make me feel so shitty for asking. “You can’t blame me for asking.”
He nodded, giving me enough respect to no longer mock my naïve question. 
“Let me tell you something about ‘love,’ Teacup,” he launched seriously, eyeing me with conviction in his gaze. “Love is over-the-top lust in its most powerful form. It weakens humans, blinds them into believing that there is a certain magic in the world that could be attained through the mere acts of love. The truth is: such illusions do not exist. All that exists is lust and what’s left is just companionship. You humans mistake the two separate feelings and combine them into one, thinking that companionship coupled with lust equates to love, which is not true at all. Lust is lust—when you’re in lust, you enjoy someone else’s companionship for all that it is worth. And over-the-top lust is when you would kill anything that threatens to take the companionship you cherish so much away. This is what you humans mistake for love.” 
The city lights twinkling behind Eclipse made him appear more divine as he continued enlightening me. “So to answer your question, Gracie, no. I’m not in love with you nor will I ever be. Love is an illusion. It is not a silly thing I allow myself to fall fool to.” His smile was kind once he took inventory of my offended frown. “Do not mistake my amusement for your question to mean that my feelings for you aren’t genuine—because they are. I like you, Gracie. I happen to like you a lot. I don’t love you, but my lust for you—my desire for you—is stronger than anything I’ve ever felt.” 
He stared into my eyes, holding my unyielding attention with the dark pools of his gaze. 
“The illusion of love, like humans, dies. If a mortal man should ever promise his undying love to you, then it will die with his lifetime. But if I promise just an ounce of my affection, then it will live on until the infinities. There is no such thing as undying in human promises, but anything that I commit myself to, anything that I promise you . . . it will truly be undying. It will truly be constant and eternal. And all of that, my little Teacup, holds more gravity than any lifetime of love any mortal man could give you.”
I smiled halfheartedly once his philosophy on love cascaded over me. I recalled all my dreams about finding that special someone to change me for the better, to help give me a normal life, and to help me experience all that life has to offer, which is “love.” No matter how worthless it might be to him, it still meant everything to me. 
“I do not want to be lusted after for all the unending eternities,” I told him with wistful conviction. I shifted my eyes to the expanse of the glittering and unrestrained vista. “All I want is to experience a moment of pure, unadulterated love that is so powerful it will last me a lifetime.” I turned back to him and smiled. “Your lust is amusing to me, Eclipse. It entertains me, it fascinates me, it may be fun to be around, but that’s all that it does. It will never have a lasting impact on me, it will never satisfy me, and it will never hold any gravity in light of what I’ve wanted all my life. For a Demon like yourself, you may not think that love exists, but I think it does. It may be rare, it may be hard to find, and it may be difficult to detect, but I think it exists.”
The ocean in Eclipse’s dark eyes glimmered with amusement. “Such foolish words for a bright girl. Here you have the Prince of Hell lusting after you, and you go lusting after the short-lived illusion of love instead. If this doesn’t make you foolish, then I don’t know what would.”
I shook my head with a defiant smile. “I’m not being foolish.”
“Aren’t you?” he incited. “One of the human definitions of the love that you’re seeking is the ability to put someone else before you—the ability to put their well-being, their health, and their happiness before yours.” His eyes scrutinized me carefully. “You killed your own family when you were six, Gracie. You couldn’t care less about their deaths, and you don’t give a damn about anyone else in your life. Do you really think someone like you would ever be capable of loving someone more than you love yourself?”
I was quiet because every part of me agreed with his statement. I wasn’t capable of loving anyone more than myself. Hell, who was I kidding? I wasn’t even capable of loving anything, much less someone. Though he had a point with everything he said, I could not bring myself to agree with him. In lieu of replying, I simply stared into the distance in silence. 
“You and I are the same, Gracie,” he asserted thoughtfully. I could feel his gaze rest on me before his eyes returned to the panoramic view of our majestic surroundings. “We’re two different entities, but we’re both selfish beings who only care about their own self-preservation. We do not possess the genetic make-up to put the needs of others above our own. We only care for things we lust for and we only care about things that gives us mutual benefits.” A hand gently grazed over my cheek while disappointment thickened his voice. “We’re better than all these weaknesses, yet you are so anchored with your foolish desires to fit in and become human that you fail to see the wonders of being immune to all of this human weakness. Love does not conquer all, and in the end, all humans will realize this fact before their end comes.” 
“What’s so great about being a Demon?” I finally questioned, angling to face him. With all this talk about him hating my race, I couldn’t help but wonder what was so special about his. “You seem so put off with humans and everything that humans seem to live for. I can’t help but wonder what is so great about being a Demon?”
He beamed proudly, clearly expecting me to ask this. He didn’t waste time in giving me his proud answer. “I like waking up and knowing that I have the rest of forever ahead of me, that I will always have eternity by my side. I will always have time to enjoy myself and never be pulled down by mortal weaknesses. It is a powerful gift that Demons are given, to be above mortal limitations. I cannot imagine anything ever replacing my love for it.” He flipped the question back on me. Challenge edged his voice. “What’s so great about being human? What is so special about your life that, despite the fact that you’re such an outcast, you still hold onto your humanity when I’m offering you immortality? To be greater than what you are?”
I deliberated for several breaths, allowing my thoughts to naturally come. Unlike all the other times I had answered him, this answer was important to me. I didn’t want to articulate it in haste. I wanted to answer him succinctly and clearly because it was the very reason why I chose death over eternity. I wanted him to understand exactly why I chose to reject his offer.
I inhaled deeply, parted my lips, and revealed my reasoning. “It’s comforting to wake up and know that my time here is limited.” 
He looked at me with great interest. Though he tried not to show it, I knew that Eclipse was utterly enraptured. His silence encouraged me to forge on with my explanation.
“If I had an eternity to live, then I would feel trapped. If I only had a lifetime, I’d feel gifted. I would appreciate every moment given to me because I know that I would never have them again. There’s a comforting fact in knowing that you’re part of an established cycle of life. We’re all born to live, to experience the motions of life. And when it all comes to pass, we’ll all experience the kiss of death when our time comes.” I smiled faintly. “I feel calmed by this fact. To live is to experience death; to experience death is to truly live. Every human goes through it, and for me, dying when my time comes will make me feel like I was finally part of a world I couldn’t fit into when I was alive. Dying when I’m supposed to die will no longer make me an outcast. As a result, I will no longer be different from everyone else.”
“It’d finally make you human,” Eclipse concluded for me, his eyes glowing as if completely enlightened by my answer. 
I nodded proudly. 
That was the reason why I chose death . . . because I wanted to be human. 
At my confirmation, Eclipse laughed incredulously. “You are choosing death so that you’d finally feel like you’re human? Doesn’t that sound a bit extreme?”
“I don’t think it’s extreme,” I told him truthfully. “I was scared in the beginning, but the more I pondered over it, the more I realized that I didn’t fear death. The truth is: I don’t think people truly fear death. They just fear the unknown. They fear the prospect of how they will die, and the majority of the time, they fear losing the people they love. Most of all, I think they all fear the pain it will bring to the loved ones they will leave behind.” 
Before I could curb the impulse, a sad smile slid across my lips. 
“I don’t have that problem though. As you said, I have no family and no real friends. I have no one I care enough about to give up my life for. My death will be slow and natural, so I don’t think I’m afraid of that anymore because it sounds peaceful in a screwed up way. I guess that’s why I don’t dread death so much. I won’t die in some painful, excruciating way where I’m being murdered or something. I’m also not leaving anyone I care about behind. So in truth, aside from the fear of the unknown, I fear nothing else that comes with death. I basically have nothing to lose.”
“But what if that irrational wish of yours comes true and you were able to find someone to love?”
I went quiet, surprised that Mr. “I-don’t-believe-in-love” actually brought up the hypothetical (and highly improbable) situation where I would actually find someone who I would love more than I loved myself. 
I beamed at the thought though, no matter how improbable and impossible it was. “Then I would finally become human while I’m alive, and what more could you ask for in a mere lifetime?”
A chuckle escaped him. He sighed to himself, not believing that he was having such a naïve conversation. Then, long seconds later, he did something that left me amazed.
“Good luck then, Gracie,” he whispered with fatigued resignation before handing me something.
I lowered my gaze. Amazement kissed my eyes when I stared down at the stunning blue rose he extended to me. Hesitantly, I grabbed the blue rose from his hand. I held it up, examined it under the moonlight, and felt my heart palpitate uncontrollably at the beauty emanating from it. It looked unnatural and completely breathtaking. 
I looked at him, curiosity embedded on my visage. “What’s this for?”
“An appropriate gift for the endeavor you are foolishly lusting after,” Eclipse answered with a warm expression. “Someone like you isn’t conditioned to be able to love someone because it will always be in your nature to be sadistic, to never truly experience human emotions.” He appraised me with doting and kind eyes. “So with that reality in mind, good luck with finding that special someone who could give you that moment to last you for the rest of your lifetime, to make you feel human before your end comes, Teacup.” 
It should have been mocking because that was how it sounded. However, judging by the way Eclipse said this (and the genuine authenticity in his eyes), I knew he truly meant it. He truly wished me luck because he knew all too well that this was an impossible task that I would only be given the opportunity to seek, not to obtain. 
“Until then,” he mused with a devilish smile making a home on those decadent lips. “You’re going to have to deal with an immortal Prince who is hell-bent on turning you into a Demon. I don’t know about you, but my endeavor sounds more fun than yours.”
To make his point, a cookies-and-cream ice cream cone—my favorite ice cream—appeared in my hand as well as in his own hand. He grinned, raising his ice cream cone. “Here’s to an eternity.”
Disregarding my diet in the face of a surprisingly philosophical night with my very own Demon, I laughed freely and raised my ice cream cone to meet his. “Here’s to the end of forever.”
Eclipse smirked with amusement, his eyes staring deep into mine. “Good luck with not becoming a Demon, human girl.”
I smiled with my own amusement, never taking my gaze off his. “Good luck with not becoming a human, demonic being.”
Laughing quietly at one another, we respectfully toasted to each other’s words. For that intoxicated night, I allowed myself to indulge in something I would have never allowed myself: I permitted myself to freely enjoy Eclipse’s company. 
It could not hurt to have fun with him—if only temporarily.
While eating, a small part of me could sense the storm clouds coming in. Soft rumbles of thunder generated from the Heavens above as Eclipse and I continued to sit there in silence, an appropriate prelude for all that was ahead of me. 
For that particular night with Eclipse, I may have decided my fate and accepted death as my companion, but in less than twenty-four hours, I would come to find that fate and destiny were resilient creatures. They do not bend at the will of humans, and they certainly do not bow down to my demands, especially when they had such big plans for me. 
There was something big brewing in my life, and soon, the tranquility I had been gifted with would finally meet its formidable opposition. There was a big reason why Eclipse—the Devil’s youngest son—would risk his entire existence to obtain my soul. In the coming days, I would finally discover the source of his motivation. 
The grand stage of my life had been set, and come tomorrow, I was expected to fatefully perform on it.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"And when the beginning of it all is found . . ."
 
23: Fate
 
Every human being is said to be born with the ability to make choices. 
We are born with the ability to analytically assess the given roads in our lives and make the best decision we can in terms of where each road will lead. In the realm pertaining to fate and destiny, fate is when life urges you towards certain events in your life, while destiny is when said events are unavoidable no matter how many detours you attempt to take. Finally, there is the third option that has been gifted to us since the dawn of time: freewill—the ability to make the decision to fight fate and destiny when we feel that we have been left without options. 
The one misconception about freewill is that we can use it anytime we want in relation to our defiance against fate and destiny.  
Freewill can be employed daily, yes, but when you are going to war against an already written destiny, there are only several moments in life where you can actually use this gift to change the course of your life forever. These windows of opportunity are low in number, rare in existence, and almost damn near impossible to detect when faced with the chaos that is your life. Your only hope is that you are knowledgeable enough to use your instincts to make the right decision when that elusive and opportune time comes; your only hope is for that fickle thing we call luck to be on your side when the juncture arises and you are forced to make a decision that can redefine your life forever—or simply give you the illusion that you’ve changed your fate, when in truth, you are merely heading in the very direction that has already been preordained for you.
For myself, I was entranced by the naïve illusion that I had freewill. I was also under the more moronic illusion that having freewill meant that fate and destiny would bend to my defiance and adhere to my will—the strong desire to keep my soul and continue to be human, regardless of the temptation of eternal life. I thought I had it all figured out. Unfortunately, the authoritative hands of fate were about to show me how insignificant my will was in regards to all the plans that life had already written out for me . . .
Throughout the night and well into the next morning, I kept telling myself that Eclipse’s presence was merely temporary. I assured myself that once he finally got bored, he would leave me alone and allow me to return to the normalcy of my life. I kept reminding myself that Eclipse wasn’t my reality—that my reality was the life before Eclipse: the solitary life of a graduating college student. 
I never allowed myself to stray far from that reminder, but after our heartfelt and unfiltered conversation on top of the high-rise building the night prior, I found myself wavering from my previous stance. 
All of a sudden, I couldn’t get the Demon, who had made himself an immovable fixture in my life, out of my mind. I couldn’t even concentrate in class because my mind kept wandering back to him. It got so scandalous that I even did something I had never done: I actually started counting down the minutes until class was over so that I could hang out with him again! He was slowly turning me into a slacker. That was how much he had immersed himself into my life—that was how much I had grown used to him. 
It was a scary yet simultaneously consoling thought. Scary that I was actually getting used to the Demon of Lust being constantly by my side and consoling because, despite all the apprehensiveness I had about him, I was beginning to feel like I had found my first real friend in this world. Not a friend who I constantly had to lie to, but a friend who knew my deepest, darkest secrets and still accepted me for me. A friend who would not turn away from me in disgust, a friend who would not judge me because I was different, but a friend who was truly a friend. 
It was only after I came to that scandalous thought that I registered how dumb it sounded.
Friend?
A Demon?
I didn’t have to go to church every week to grasp how preposterous that notion was. 
Eclipse wasn’t a friend; he was a business-minded Demon whose main goal was to obtain my soul for his own selfish benefit. He was far from a friend, and I was appalled at myself for giving him such a dangerous label.
I inwardly shook my head at the idiocy of my own thoughts. I couldn’t believe I allowed myself to get this way. With my priorities back in order, I forced myself out of my thoughts about Eclipse and delved back into the reality that was my life—college, homework, studying, and paying attention in class.
Raising my eyes back up, I focused my attention on my professor and went back to being a studious and good student. And thank God I did too because class was nearly over and my professor was discussing the upcoming major project for the semester. 
“. . . For this project, I will be assigning you your partners,” stated my marketing instructor. Professor Pak took a sip from her coffee cup and grabbed a piece of paper from the podium, her graying curls bouncing stiffly over her gray suit. She consulted the paper through her half-moon glasses. “When I call your names, please raise your hand so your partner will know who you are. After which, you can go ahead and meet up with them while I go over the contents of the project . . .”
The pairing occurred as soon as Professor Pak started reading the names from her list. All around me, my classmates were raising their hands, indicating their presence to their respective partners before getting up from their seats and sitting beside one another. Friends who were paired with each other were giddy with excitement while classmates who didn’t know each other managed small talk. The rest of us uncomfortably waited in our seats for our names to be called.
I groaned to myself.
Under typical circumstances, I wouldn’t mind group or partner projects because even though I was an antisocial person at heart, outwardly, I was a good actress. I had an acceptable amount of charm to get along with anyone I had to work with. Sadly, I greatly dreaded this project because a certain Demon had put a hex on my grades. 
After leaving the high-rise building and returning home last night, I made an effort to use our bonding moment to my advantage by attempting to negotiate the terms of my grading-hex with Eclipse. I thought I would be able to sweet-talk him into going easy on me. To my disappointment, the cunning Demon proved to be difficult to bargain with. No matter how much I argued with him, he wouldn’t budge until I agreed to give him my soul. 
It was only after I threatened to give him the silent treatment that he bitterly relinquished a bit of his stubbornness. He assured me that he would be nice and raise my cap ceiling up, meaning that the highest grade I’d get would be a C, and that was dependent on the fact that I actually studied and I got an A for the particular assignment. Although I was not happy, I grumpily accepted the pitiful bargain I was given because I knew Eclipse was not a Demon to screw with. I was afraid if I kept pushing him, he’d revert back to giving me F’s.
Now, as I sat in class and waited for my name to be called, I felt terrible for whoever was unlucky enough to be my partner. I nervously chewed my bottom lip. As entertaining as it would be for my sadism, I hated the idea of having to drag someone else’s grade down with me.
“Grace Hwang,” Professor Pak finally called out, jarring me from my web of thoughts.
I raised my hand and smiled meekly. Guilt skittered like spiders in my stomach while anxiety spilled over me. I waited nervously to find out who my unlucky partner would be.
“You will be working with . . . Shin Jang.”
I fiddled with my pen and craned my neck. My eyes charted the descending rows below me to detect a possible indication as to who my partner was. Partners were talking and laughing with each other while my other classmates were still facing the professor, waiting for their names to be called. I could see everything but an indication of who my partner was—or if my partner was even in class today.
My brows furrowed in bemusement. Was my partner even here? 
“Here,” a low, male voice uttered from the side. 
I turned to my left, casting my gaze towards the other end of the room. I saw a guy with a white hoodie, gesturing a nonchalant wave of his hand towards me. No wonder I didn’t see him—it turned out we were both sitting in the last row. I waited for him to approach me. When I saw that he made no effort to move over to where I sat, I, being the pushover and people-pleaser that I was, smiled at him and productively began to gather my things. I stacked my notebooks and books together before hastily throwing my bag over my shoulder. I hurried next to him, the hem of my pink dress fluttering around my thighs as Professor Pak continued to call out the remaining names.
“Hi,” I said briskly, sliding into the empty seat beside him. I capped off my pen and turned to a blank page in my notebook. First things first: exchange contact information.
“Here’s my email address and phone number,” I said, writing the information down. I ripped the piece of paper out and slid it to him. I also made sure to give him a pen and notebook paper as well. “Can you write down yours too?”
He nodded carelessly. 
As if waking up from a nap, he ran a lazy hand through his hair and the hoodie fell off, revealing long black hair that was tied up in a half ponytail. My eyes expanded when I recognized the features of his handsome face.
The guy who stood up for Sony and me at the grocery store . . .
“Hey, haven’t we met before?” I prompted hesitantly, my smile growing slightly brighter once I recognized him. I would normally be a lot shyer in regards to summoning the bravery to ask someone this. I’d usually wait for the other person to recognize me first, but I felt so in awe and excited to be with the kind stranger again.
I had a big smile on my face, but just as quickly, I was beginning to regret being so bold because of his reaction. He gave me a strange look that was a hybrid between “who-the-hell-are-you” and “who-is-this-freaky-girl-the-professor-paired-me-up-with?” He had already written down his contact information, but I could tell he was debating on whether or not he should give it to me. Though he wasn’t my type, he was still good-looking in that rugged, rebel-without-a-cause way; I suspected that he must have had his share of girls who behaved freakishly around him because of his good looks. I hated that I looked like I was one of them. I may have thought he was good-looking, but I wasn’t an obsessed fangirl!
Feeling embarrassed that he didn’t remember me and that he was probably already categorizing me as a stalker, I quickly added, “A few weeks ago or something. At the grocery story in front of all the pumpkins . . .”
I was prepared to go further into detail when his eyes, at long last, lit up with dawning knowledge. A quirk of a knowing smile lined his lips. His dark brown eyes grew warmer at the recollection.
“The pumpkin girl.”
I let out a laugh, relieved that he remembered. I was utterly amused at the nickname he gave me. “Yeah! That was me!”
He laughed as well. The detached air that once radiated from him dispelled immediately. In its place was a friendly aura that made me feel welcome in his presence. “What a small world. I can’t believe I’m running into you again.”
I was about to respond when the last pair was assigned and Professor Pak’s authoritative voice swam over our whispers. She began to go over the objectives of the project and what it would entail. While listening and taking notes, Shin and I were still on our high. It wasn’t every day that you’d run into a stranger that you met weeks ago, and it wasn’t every day that you’d get partnered up with them. I think we were both shocked and excited by such coincidence. 
Shin clicked his tongue, causing me to look at him while Professor Pak droned on about what she expected from our presentations.
Leaning in, his deep and smooth voice overpowered Professor Pak’s. “I wasn’t planning on giving my A-game for this project, but since I actually know my partner, I think I’ll have to take it seriously now.”
I recalled my dilemma with my “glass-ceiling grades” and I could feel my dread return tenfold. Oh God, it sucks even more now that I know my partner and that I actually like him as a person, I thought miserably. Feeling absolutely awful by his kind offer, I made the effort to smile at him. I shrugged halfheartedly. “You don’t have to.”
“No, I have to,” he insisted good-naturedly, making me feel guiltier with his thoughtfulness. He laughed quietly to himself. “If only for the sake of passing this class and moving on with my life.” He took a moment to write down the requirements for the project before he turned back to me. His kind eyes glowed with warm curiosity. “Are you a senior?”
I nodded proudly, unable to help but smile widely. There was such a friendly aura to him that I couldn’t help but feel comfortable around him. It was so different from the cold ambiance he initially radiated. I was thankful to be privy to this warm aura. “I’m graduating this year.”
“Me too,” he said quietly. He turned briefly to make sure that Professor Pak wasn’t aware that we were chatting. Once he confirmed that she was blissfully unaware, he angled back to me and gave a snort of disbelief. “Some degree we’re getting with the global financial crisis coming down on us, huh?”
I laughed wryly, recalling all the grief I had been getting. “I’m getting a lot of crap for it.”
“So am I,” he empathized, making me feel better about my major. I wasn’t close to anyone in the business school, so it was a nice feeling for me to be able to talk to someone who could relate to my own state of affairs. 
“Oh, I should tell you,” he casually shared once something came to his mind, “do you remember the bastard who was a jackass to you at the grocery store?”
How could I not remember? As if I would be able to forget the bastard who was so rude to me.
Instead of giving him my unfiltered and unkind thoughts, I simply bobbed my head graciously. Innocence was cloaked over my angelic face. “Yeah, what about him?”
“Apparently he got what was coming to him. Someone vandalized his Lamborghini in the parking lot. After I came out from the store, I saw him standing beside it with the cops. They were asking him who had motives and he said that he didn’t know, that he had gotten into a lot of arguments that day with all these random people. He said any one of them could’ve fucked up his car.” He smirked, finding humor in the bastard’s misfortune. “What goes around comes around, right?”
“How terrible,” I commented, feigning pity. Secretly, I was overjoyed to be reminded of what I did. My inner sadism cheered in pride while my outward, artificial innocence sighed in disappointment.
He regarded me with interest. “You think so?”
I shrugged again. “He may have deserved what was coming to him, but that doesn’t mean it was right for someone to do that.”
A lighthearted and indicting smile formed on Shin’s lips. “I guess I should count you out as the culprit then.”
“Who knows, it might have been me.” I canted my head sneakily, using all the charm I had at my disposal to play along with him. “He was pretty rude to me.”
Shin shook his head at what he took as a playful statement. “You don’t look like the type. You probably don’t even have a mean bone in your body.” His eyes lit up upon remembering the other person with me that day. “Oh, and how is the little boy who was with you? Is he your son? Is he okay? He looked really upset and afraid.”
I shook my head at the query. “No, no. I volunteer at the local shelter there and he’s one of the residents. He was only tagging along for some shopping.” I beamed, touched for Sony that Shin was showing concern for him, even weeks later. “And he’s okay. He was upset for a bit, but he got over it as the day went on.”
“That’s good,” Shin approved happily. Another bigger smile took over his lips. “And you just confirmed my suspicions about you not having a mean bone in your body. It’s nice that you invest time into helping others. It’s very admirable of you.”
I blushed. “It’s funny you should say that because it was so nice of you to stand up for me and Sony, especially when you didn’t even know us. I was beginning to feel incompetent, standing there listening to him talk down to me. I was ashamed that I didn’t have enough gall to at least defend the child I was with.” I gave him a genuine smile of gratitude. “I’m glad someone else stepped up. So thank you again.”
“No man should talk to a woman or child like that. It was my pleasure to help put him in his place.” 
It would be a complete lie if I said that Shin didn’t look much more attractive to me when he said that. In an age when people were becoming more socially inept because of the rampant run of technology, it was endearing to be next to someone who exhibited such admirable and chivalrous traits. If more people like him existed, then I was sure our world would be a much better place.
I didn’t know what to say to him, but my reply was inconsequential because at that precise second, Professor Pak conveniently ended the lecture, dismissing us from class and wishing us all a good weekend. 
I gazed around, stunned that I had been such a bad student today. I was so distracted with my own conversations that class was actually over before I knew it. Wow, this was definitely a first. 
“The project is not due for another couple of weeks,” I started as we began to pack up with the rest of class. I was still reeling from the warm, butterfly-inducing feeling that he gave me with his last chivalrous statement. I made an effort to appear normal as I continued to speak, holding my books to my chest. “Do you want to meet up when the time gets closer?”
Shin nodded, grabbing his cell phone off the desk and tucking it into his pocket. Unlike me, he had nothing else on him that he needed to carry out.
Sticking my last pencil into my purse, I got up and fell into step with him as we descended down the stairs with our fellow classmates. 
“Yeah, we’ll do that.” There was a lingering smile on his face as we stepped out of class and submerged ourselves into the traffic of students in the hall.  
“Grace, right?” Shin asked, stopping at the corner with me. His dark brown eyes were as warm as ever.
I bobbed my head with a big smile. I was aware that I was behaving like a smitten girl, but I had no ability to stop it. 
Shin wasn’t my usual type, but appearances could be deceiving, and right then, I really felt attracted to him. Perhaps it was the hero-loving-syndrome—my inner self feeling more attraction because the guy had “saved” me. Whatever the reason, the puppy crush was undeniable, and for the most part, I didn’t mind it. It was nice to feel like a typical girl and have small, harmless crushes, regardless of all the crap that was going on in my life. The last guy I had a puppy crush on was DonKi. Since that was a big fail—thanks to Eclipse and his intervention—it was nice to replace that failed prospect with another shining star. 
Shin and I may never date; he could very well have a girlfriend, or he could very well be gay, but my attraction was just that—an attraction. In short, he seemed like a really awesome guy, and I imagined he would keep getting cooler every time I interacted with him.
“Well, it was very nice to officially meet you, Grace,” he told me before pulling his white hoodie back up. He gave me an incline of the head as his gesture of goodbye. “I’ll see you around.” 
“It was nice to meet you too, Shin.” I waved at him, happy that I made a potential new friend in class. “Have a good weekend.” 
Needing to go in the opposite direction, I turned away from Shin and headed towards the exit. I stepped outside, still smiling to myself about how amazing my meeting with Shin was and what a great guy he turned out to be. It astounded me that out of all the places for me to see him again, it’d be in class.
What a crazy twist of fate.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“The skies shall bleed red . . ."

24: Destiny

 
“Teacup . . .”
As soon as I heard his voice, any puppy-crush fascination with Shin was pushed aside when Eclipse managed to do what he did best: take over my reality and immerse me into his. 
If Shin was a star in my eyes, then Eclipse was the sun. Or better yet, he was the eclipse that came over the sun. His presence was powerful, demanding, and utterly mesmerizing. It wasn’t a fair toss between Shin and Eclipse because, while Shin felt like an amazing prospective reality, Eclipse felt like a complete and utter fantasy. I may have wanted a normal reality for my life, but much like any other human, I would always have the stronger lust to immerse myself into my fantasies. 
And what a fantasy Eclipse was.  
Seated comfortably on the rectangular brick monument that was engraved with the school’s name, Eclipse casually exhaled the fume from his cigarette and smiled as the wind swept through his hair and took his cloud of smoke away. 
Dressed in dark pinstriped slacks and a matching black pinstriped shirt, Eclipse looked like he was modeling in front of an invisible camera. He had no care in the world that the monument was not a sitting area for students. The girls around us nearly tripped over their feet while they admired him with stars in their eyes. While my blood was beginning to boil at the way they were looking at him, Eclipse, oblivious to the stares, happily left his seat to approach me. 
As he walked over, I saw the girls take the perverted opportunity to gawk at his butt while he was innocently unaware of their depravity. I was outraged. His butt! How could they stare at his butt like he was a piece of meat? Did these girls have no shame?
I knew that I had no right to be jealous because, just seconds prior, I was flirting and crushing on another guy. I had to admit that I felt a little bit like a player. I felt like I had “cheated” on Eclipse because I was attracted to Shin. It took monumental effort to assure myself that I wasn’t a shady girl. I was single, I wasn’t in love with anyone, and I wasn’t committed to anyone. Eclipse made it crystal clear that he would never love me, and in all reality, I would never love a Demon either. Despite all this reasoning, I still felt territorial. Whether the fantasies were fleeting or not, Eclipse was mine and I didn’t want to share him.
“How was class, Gracie?” he asked charmingly, sliding a strong arm around my waist. He pulled me close to him as his intimate way of greeting me. He smiled, staring down at me with a playful glint in his eyes that seemed to promise me fantasies I could only ever dream of. “Did you miss me?”
“No,” I answered stiffly. I was mad at the perverted girls who were checking him out in front of me. As a result, I took it out on him for being as alluring and eye-catching as he was. Couldn’t he walk around with a bag over his head or something?
He smirked knowingly. “Liar.” Disregarding my grumpy expression, he brought his sensual lips to my ear and whispered, “I’ve missed you.” 
I hid the blush that flushed my cheeks. Even though we established that neither of us took the other seriously in regards to getting into a romantic relationship, I was still a shallow twenty-year-old girl and Eclipse was still the irresistible Demon of Lust. When someone as good-looking as Eclipse whispers sweet nothings in your ear, you blush. 
Shallow reactions aside, I also knew that it was imperative to keep Eclipse from being aware of how much he affected me. In an effort to conceal my blush, I extracted myself from his grasp, turned my gaze away from him, and started making my way across campus to get to work. 
Taking no offense to the distance I placed between us, Eclipse followed closely behind me. He helped me with my cargo by pulling my finance books out of my grasp and carrying the encyclopedia-sized books like they didn’t weigh more than a piece of paper.    
“Did your professor let all of you out late today?” Eclipse asked as we strolled towards the graduate library. The cold air curled around us as we treaded against the wind. “What was taking so long?”
“She assigned us partners for an upcoming project. She was going over it and I was exchanging contact information with my partner and getting to know him.” 
I conveniently left out the part about having a puppy-crush on Shin because, as I recalled from what occurred with DonKi, I was almost positive that Eclipse would find some way to sabotage my relationship with Shin. I wasn’t exactly choosing date outfits for the guy (I hardly knew him!), but I enjoyed Shin’s company. I didn’t want Eclipse to screw it up because knowing him, he would screw shit up for me.  
However much I was resolved on not telling Eclipse any more about Shin than I needed to, I still wanted to make a request about the grading system once I was reminded of Shin and what a really nice person he was. 
“Eclipse—”
“I’m sorry, Gracie,” Eclipse cut in at once, already knowing what I wanted, “but it doesn’t matter if you work with someone else or not, I’m not taking the hex off your grades. Whoever your partner is, they’ll have to suffer along with you.”
“Eclipse, this is so unfair!” I complained, my pink heels clacking over the pebbled ground once we reached the graduate side of campus. “Do you know how guilty this makes me feel? My partner has nothing to do with us.” 
“Give me your soul and we’ll put your guilt at ease,” he replied simply, giving absolutely no regard to the innocent casualties of his single-minded ambition. 
“You’re such an Ashtray,” I petulantly replied, crestfallen after we reached the library. I had never felt so helpless. It was so bad that I couldn’t believe I had resorted to name-calling.
Even though he appeared to feel slightly guilty, Eclipse was a resilient Demon. Guilt came and went for him, but his self-preservation reigned supreme.
“I’m going to get going now,” he announced, attempting to use his charms to butter me up before making his exit. He gently returned my books to me and took it upon himself to gingerly stroke his fingers over my hair, allowing his fingertips to appreciate the curves of my curls. “Don’t be too angry, Teacup. I’d like nothing more than to spoil the hell out of you, but my pursuit for your soul supersedes anything else I may want. So with that said, please expect more rejections until you give me what I need, but also know that if this was any other situation, I’d happily spoil you with whatever you want.”
I snorted, shaking my head at his empty words. Men, no matter what species, were always great liars. 
Eclipse merely smirked at my actions and placed his hand back into his pocket. 
Much like the other times, I waited for him to disappear because he always made his dramatic exits with lingering statements like that. Peculiarly enough, instead of disappearing into thin air, he continued to stand there, as if waiting for me to leave first.
Uh . . . what was going on? 
“Aren’t you going to pull your disappearing trick?” I asked awkwardly, wondering why we were standing there like fools.
A quiet chuckle elicited from him. He spared a glance over my shoulder. He extended his hand up, waving in the air to greet someone. “I would, but we have an audience.”
My gaze involuntarily trailed his. My eyes blossomed like a rose when I saw Dawn, Ara, Kina, and Missy standing at the landing of the staircase, their heads craning out sneakily behind the library window. 
“Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” I murmured just as the girls widened their eyes when they registered that Eclipse had caught them staring. As a response to his salutation, they nervously waved back. Clearly embarrassed that they were caught spying, they speedily ran back into the library.
“I’ll pick you up after your shift ends,” he told me with amusement, the smile lining his voice. “Until then, have fun at work, Teacup.”
I watched as Eclipse, like a human being, walked around the corner before he was out of sight. And with the remembrance of my friends’ behaviors, who I had the sneaking suspicion were still spying on me, I hurried towards the building, bounded up the stairs, and stepped into the graduate library. 
Four interrogators, who would put crime scene investigators to shame, instantly greeted me.
“Not together, eh?” Ara incited thoughtfully, sitting in the computer chair at the reception desk in her black dress. 
Beside her, the other three girls were seated on their respective stools. Looking almost identical, they had their textbooks in front of them, their highlighters and writing materials in hand, and eyes focused solely on me.
The graduate library on a Friday evening starting from 5:00 P.M. was typically void of patrons because all the students were too stoked for the upcoming weekend to spend another restless night studying. It was usually the one time out of the week where Ara and I were given the opportunity to talk as loud as we wanted because we weren’t disturbing anyone. It was also normally the time when the other girls would stop by to visit if they needed to get some studying done and wanted to get some bonding time in as well. As it would appear, the hot bonding topic for the evening was about to start with me and Eclipse. 
“Spill it, Grace,” Dawn prompted, staring at me with eagerness. 
“We’re not together,” I told them, circling around the reception desk. I pushed the small door open and went to my seat in front of my work computer. “We’re just friends.”
Dawn tilted her head, her hair falling over the shoulders of her red dress. She didn’t believe me. “Do friends whisper sweet nothings in your ear when they drop you off at work?”
I blushed, sitting uncomfortably in my chair while the four girls peered down at me like in one of those cop investigator shows. All I needed was for the lights to be dimmed and a lamp to be near me and we’d be set.
“Well, tell us this much,” Ara compromised once she saw that I wasn’t willing to spill any beans, “is he picking you up after work? Are you guys hanging out this weekend?”
“Yes,” I said slowly, my face reddening at all the attention I was getting, “but not in the way you would think.” 
It wasn’t like I had much of a choice in the matter. He was a Demon who was after my soul; he would never leave me alone.
“She’s blushing!” Missy teased, giggling with Dawn and Ara. The only one who wasn’t laughing was Kina, but that was no surprise. She hated my existence, and I imagined that no matter how curious she was, she wasn’t going to stop being a snotty snob and show me some semblance of civility. 
“Guys, stop,” I told them. “It’s not like that.”
“If it’s not like that, then you better make it like that!” Missy encouraged hotly, looking at me like I was crazy to let go of such good eye-candy. Her black hair, which had blonde streaks in it, danced over her black halter dress when she said this. “Eclipse is hot!”
“He’s a bad influence though,” Dawn added briefly, clearly thinking back to Eclipse being the culprit who convinced DonKi to try and cheat with someone else’s girlfriend—a.k.a her. 
Ara waved a hand of dismissal. “DonKi had it in him. No offense Dawn, but I always knew your advisee was shady.”
“Yeah,” Kina agreed at once, nonchalantly crossing her leg over the other. She was the only one out of the group who wore long black pants and a yellow off-the-shoulder top. “He was always such a goody two-shoes and he looked innocent, but he was always crushing on one of us. Just like his name, I knew there was something off about him. I’ve always had a hunch that one of these days, he was going to show his true shady colors.”
I frowned upon being reminded of my failed prospective relationship with DonKi and his apparent “shady” disposition. I nodded in concurrence with the observation Kina made about him, hopeful that with this change in topic, the other three girls would go on a tangent and begin to talk about other things. To my dismay, Ara, Dawn, and Missy proved to be difficult interrogators to distract.
“In any case,” Missy started, reverting her attention back to me. Curiosity continued to pour from her. “What’d you guys do last night?”
I let out a tired breath. In an effort to get this “boy conversation” over with, I relented and gave them a bone to chew on so they’d leave me alone. “He walked me home, we spoke on the way there, he dropped me off at my apartment, and that was it.”
“Did you guys kiss?” Ara asked at once. 
“Ara!” I shouted, scandalized at her intrusive question. I was already a prude by nature. Being asked things like this, especially concerning Eclipse, made me flush like no other. 
“Look at how hard she’s blushing!” Dawn giggled, pointing at me with adoration.
I could feel my blush deepen. 
Ara laughed, playfully patting my shoulder as only an older sister could. 
“Fine, fine, fine. Be shy,” she teased, finally ending the interrogation. She gave me a sneaky look. “We’ll let it go this time because I know that you’ve never had a boyfriend and you’re always super shy when it comes to this stuff, but we’re going to get to the bottom of this sooner or later. You can’t hide this from us forever. I could tell from last night how much you were into him and how much he was into you. If something hasn’t happened yet, then something will happen. It’s only a matter of time, and the girls and I are looking forward to hearing about it when it does happen.”
“Oh man,” I groaned pitifully, the blush on my face turning a million shades of red. “You guys sure know how to make a girl feel uncomfortable.”
No matter how awkward I felt, I had to admit I was feeling warm inside as well. It felt liberating to genuinely be part of a conversation with these girls as opposed to pretending to be interested. It felt nice to feel included and to feel like I really had friends, if only momentarily.   
“Are you excited for the Fall Break coming up, Grace?” Ara asked moments later, effectively reminding me why I would never truly be friends with any of them. “Are you going to see your family?”
“Yeah!” I easily lied once I was reminded of the four-day weekend that was coming up for our school. I felt my walls raise back up, reminding me that none of these girls would ever know me for who I really was. We were not and will never truly be “friends.” I feigned a relieved smile at the thought of “seeing my family” again. 
“I’m really excited. I haven’t seen them in so long and I can’t wait to hang out with them again!” I faked a hearty laugh before shining the spotlight back on them. “What are your plans for the break?”
The girls were about to share their plans when Dawn’s shocked voice swam into our ears and garnered our undivided attention.
“Hey girls, check this out,” she prompted from her computer. “My God, this kid is seriously disturbed, isn’t she?” 
Curious as to what she was referring to, the girls and I immediately hopped off our stools and flocked around her. We leaned forward to gaze at her computer monitor to see what she was talking about. Once I saw the contents of what was on the screen, I felt terror freeze my blood. 
Crime scenes.
Crime scene photos from a bedroom.
Crime scene photos from a murder.
Crime scene photos from the bedroom where I murdered my parents.
Oh my God . . .
“Hey, I’ve heard of this,” Missy murmured as the girls’ eyes grew wide when they realized how infamous this crime was.
“Yeah, I’ve heard of this too,” said Kina. Beside me, Ara added, “The ‘six-year-old murderer.’ This was a crazy case.” 
As the rest of the girls voiced their agreement, I continued to stand there, absolutely paralyzed. 
I couldn’t breathe.
My heart hammered profusely, my eyes unblinking while I gaped at the computer screen. 
Slowly, Dawn began to scroll down. 
My stunned gaze moved over the article that was written about me, my family, and the murder. There were small thumbnail photos attached to every section of the article and each of these photos caused my stomach to churn. I painfully swallowed past my dry throat, the chills rummaging through my body. I used all the willpower I had to keep my composure.
“What happened to her?” Ara asked after they were done skimming over the contents of the article. The girls were all blissfully oblivious to the storm brewing within me.
“She was convicted and sent to a mental hospital or something,” Dawn answered. She clicked on a link and went to another window. She scanned the new browser. “Apparently on this website, it says that she kept on denying that she killed her family when everyone knew that she did. How crazy is that? I know she was a kid and all, but how screwed up could you be?”
“Yeah,” the girls agreed while I remained silent, traumatized with being forced to face all of this on an unexpected Friday evening. 
I had never read an article about myself. I was always afraid to. I was right to be scared because it wasn’t a pleasurable experience by any means. I felt so sick to my stomach that I was surprised I hadn’t thrown up from the nausea alone.
“Their family name is Hwang.” Missy shuddered before turning to me. Her dark-gray circle lenses buried into my eyes. “Doesn’t it freak you out a little that their last name is the same as yours?”
“Yeah, it’s really creepy,” I admitted quietly, staring warily at her. For a paranoid moment, though it would be impossible because there were so many Grace Hwangs in the world (and because I was pretty sure my first name was never revealed to the public), I thought she was going to accuse me of being that child. When she didn’t, the nausea stewing inside me quelled slightly. 
“Maybe she was possessed,” Ara carelessly suggested from beside me.
“Ara, don’t joke about that stuff!” Missy hissed at once. Fear entrenched in her eyes. “You know how much that scares me.”
“Just because it scares you doesn’t mean that it’s not possible,” Ara continued to speak, her eyes staring at the contents of the browser. “I mean, think about it. How could a girl that small kill her entire family? She must’ve been possessed. Who could be that sadistic? Especially when she was only a child?”
“Maybe the cops made a mistake,” Missy offered, oblivious that in an effort to defend the child, she was actually defending me. “Maybe someone else broke in and killed them and then framed the poor little girl.”
“It was rumored that police officers walked in and saw her stabbing her mom’s body,” said Dawn, reading some of the comments off the article and rendering Missy’s attempts to defend me futile. 
“Why are we looking at this anyway?” Kina chided sharply. 
In a rare moment, I felt thankful that she was there. I was actually grateful that both Missy and Kina were there because the enormity of looking at these articles had a stronger effect on me than I could’ve ever anticipated. I wanted Dawn to close the browser, and I hoped Missy and Kina would succeed in getting her to do just that.
“Yeah,” Missy agreed, looking at Kina and then to the computer screen. She frowned and casted a reproving look towards Dawn. “How did you stumble upon this article anyway, Dawn?”
“One of our law professors is having us look at some bizarre and crazy cases so we can have a discussion about it in class,” Ara answered for Dawn. “We’re trying to find the most disturbing one and I can’t believe Dawn and I forgot about the child murderer.” Ara turned away from the computer and spared a glance at me. Horror clutched her features. “Oh my God. Grace, are you okay?” she cried upon seeing my ashen face. “You’re so pale!”
“I-I’m fine,” I said shakily, snapping out of my daze. 
“Why wouldn’t she be pale?” Kina answered angrily for me. “Even I’m freaked out and I usually never get creeped out by things. Just close it. You guys sure know how to ruin a perfectly nice Friday evening.”
“Fine, fine,” Dawn murmured, closing the window. “It’s just so strange. I wonder where the kid is now.”
“Probably in a mental hospital where she belongs,” Kina muttered before roughly nudging me to shake me out of my reverie. “There. They closed it. Stop being such a chicken.” 
I nodded at her, my eyes pulsing with relief. At the sight of me being okay and the color returning to my face, Kina gave me a small glare that pretty much said, “You’re lucky I feel like being nice today because you’re pathetic” and went back to being the self-righteous bitch she had always been. Under this circumstance though, I didn’t mind because she was the reason why they stopped talking about the article and she was the reason I was able to breathe again. For today, thank you, Kina, for saving me . . .

After the rest of the girls settled down and began to have menial conversations about school, I still felt disconcerted, so much so that I knew I had to rectify this. After allowing a few minutes of small, useless talk to pass between the girls, I pretended to look at the time. I looked at Ara who was now quietly reading and highlighting her law book.
“Ara, my shift is nearly over. I’m going to go categorize the books and clean the study rooms before I go.”
Ara smiled warmly at me and waved a hand in dismissal. “It’s okay, Grace. I can do it. Just go ahead and study.” A coy smile curved her glossy red lips. “I want you and that Eclipse guy to have plenty of time to hang out this weekend, so just try to get all your work done now.”
“No, it’s okay,” I assured her, briefly glad that she was so considerate. However touched I was, I couldn’t be swayed from my original task. I got up and gestured a hand of dismissal of my own. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m done with my work. You guys just study. I’ll take care of it.”
I left the girls and hurried to the back, pushing the rolling cart that was overflowing with returned books. I took a few minutes to visibly categorize books in front of the girls, watching them as they spoke about their church events for the weekend. When I was certain they had forgotten about me, I steered the rolling cart away from their vantage points and snuck into a study room where I was given full privacy to do what I needed to do. 
Click.
Once inside, I closed the door, turned on the lights, and ran over to the computer sitting atop the black study table. Even within the walls of the small study room, I could hear the girls chatting softly up front. Relieved that they were oblivious that I was in here, I took in a deep breath and logged onto the computer, doing what I wanted to do moments prior: read all the articles about the horrendous crime I committed.
I was never brave enough to read any of this before—I didn’t find it necessary to relive the most miserable time of my life through these articles—but now that the girls had inadvertently unearthed all of this, I knew I could no longer escape the curiosity that plagued me. I wanted to read everything that had to do with me and I wanted to know everything I could about the murder. I couldn’t run from it anymore; I had to face it head-on.
Warily, I typed the words into the search bar: “Six-year-old murderer” South Korea. 
It felt as though I was having an out-of-body experience as I began to click through all the links that generated on the search engine. 
I read articles, I went to forums, I went to various websites, and I had never felt more enlightened and hurt at the same time. People were calling me sick, they said that I was a “psychotic little bitch” who should be locked up for life, and they said that I was a possessed child from Hell. 
The shame that consumed me was unbelievable. 
It was agonizing to read and to take in. I may not care about my family, but I was as selfish as they come. Reading all the cruel things people were writing about me had a bigger impact on me than I could’ve ever imagined. Then, against my better instincts, I persevered past my hurt feelings and went to the website that had the crime scene photos.
I wanted to look.
I wanted to see what all the fuss was about.
Once I was exposed to all the uncensored photos that a government employee had leaked onto the internet, I had to cover my mouth to keep from throwing up. 
The thumbnails I saw earlier were nothing compared to these high-quality, full-sized pictures. I groaned quietly to myself, swallowing past the bile rising in my throat while my eyes scanned through every image plastered on the screen. 
I now understood why people were saying such malicious and cruel things about me.
Everything that lay before me was the epitome of evil in its rawest form. 
There were photos of my mother dead in her bed with her throat slit and multiple stab wounds on her body . . . There were photos of my father on the floor with a bullet to his forehead and stab wounds on his body as well. His eyes were open—it was as if the last thing he experienced was shock, dismay, and horror . . . There were photos of my brother laying facedown in the hall, a bullet to the back of his head, stab wounds on his body, and blood pooling around his pajamas . . . Then, I saw the last photos . . . photos of my older sister laying among the clothes in her closet. There was a bullet wound on her stomach and stab wounds on her chest. 
What was different about these series of photos was what I noticed in the background. Beside all the blood-soaked clothes, buried underneath my sister’s dead body, you could see presents that she had hidden for someone’s birthday. I inched closer to the screen to read one of the labels on the presents. My heart plummeted to my stomach when I read what she had written on the pink stationary label. 
Happy 6th Birthday, Grace Bear! Big sis loves you! 
I bit my lower lip. I tried so hard to remember what happened that night while I gazed emotionlessly at the pictures of my dead family.
I didn’t understand.
How could I forget something so horrible?
How could I forget how I killed them?
How could I, to this day, not have any emotions for these people who were my family? My only family?
How did I become like this?
What was wrong with me?
I didn’t understand, and at that moment, I had never wanted to understand more in my life.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"And the world shall know true power."

25: Stolen

 
I did not think it was physically possible for me to run down the stairs with so much alacrity. I ran down step after step without so much as holding onto the railing. I was in every possible danger of falling to my demise, but none of that mattered. Why would gravity matter when my very sanity was hanging on by a thread? 
After my shift ended, I tried to act as normally as I could around the girls. I packed up slowly and initiated small conversations. Then, I warmly wished them all a good weekend before I threw my bag over my shoulder and meandered out the door. On the outside, I appeared calm, but internally, mayhem plagued me. It wasn’t until I reached the staircase that my outer appearance reflected the hailstorm ravaging my insides. In a split second, I took off down the stairs with the world blurring around me. 
All I wanted was to see Eclipse. I wanted him to bring order to the chaos wreaking havoc within me. All I wanted was for him to shed some light on the darkness I had been encased in for so long . . .
“I want to remember what happened that night.”
I couldn’t have gotten to the point faster when I sprung out of the library exit like an unstoppable bull. My lungs were gasping for air and my face was burning with heat. I imagined I didn’t look completely put together when I approached him. 
Eclipse canted his head at me while allowing smoke to slither away from him. He wore a curious expression on his face as he observed me. He was perched against a marble column beside the library, smoking freely while waiting for me to get off work. 
“I thought you didn’t give a damn,” he voiced, straightening himself up. He pushed off from the column behind him and approached me. There was a devious glint in his eyes, one that you’d imagine the Devil would possess when he finally saw the opportunity to find out what someone’s cost was. Other than my obvious obsession with good grades and my looks, I deduced that me coming up to him with such desperation in my eyes was something that greatly excited the Demon. He was still trying to figure out what the cost for my soul was—my desperation couldn’t have come at a better time.
His vigilant eyes glanced over to the graduate library. Though there was no one present on the staircase behind the window, it was clear that he wanted to ensure our privacy for this conversation. Silently inclining his head for me to follow him, Eclipse began to walk towards the graduate school’s rose garden. Even from where we were walking, I could see that the luscious green garden was completely abandoned. Night had fallen and the dark clouds loomed above, promising a torrent of rain. The weather mirrored the storm brewing inside me.
“Why are you suddenly asking me for help on this? You never seemed to care in the first place.”
“I’m curious now,” I retorted quickly, following him like a shadow. Although the walk towards the massive garden was quick, every second felt like an extended eternity. I peered up at him, my eyes imploring his as the dried leaves crackled beneath our shoes. “Can you help me remember?”
“I don’t know,” he breathed out briskly, flicking his cigarette away into one of the fountains adorning the pebbled pathway we were treading on. 
We stopped underneath the white marble pergola built in the center of the garden. Eight regal pillars surrounded the pergola, while a dark, rounded iron ceiling kept it shielded. 
My gaze took in the expanse of the garden.
This particular courtyard was typically a perfect hotspot for students to relax in during the summer. During the fall and winter seasons when rain was frequent, the pergola was usually abandoned, as the iron ceiling was not always conducive to protect someone from rain. That made it the perfect spot for our intimate speaking area.
“What’s in it for me?” Eclipse quickly questioned, his business-like voice merging with the sound of billowing wind. 
We were stationed beside a white fountain that had a statue of a large serpent. Water sprouted from the serpent’s mouth, intermingling with the cold wind. I could hear the water trickling away as I gazed at Eclipse with earnest eyes. 
“You can’t do me a favor and help me out this once?”
He smirked lightly, the smile not reaching his eyes. “Do I look like a bastion of goodwill to you?”
“You were nice enough to give me the handbag and shoes,” I reminded him. Then, I quietly added, “And that blue rose . . .”
“Those were gifts,” he countered, his voice soft. As much as he seemingly loved the fact that I was at his mercy for this request, he was considerate enough to be gentle with me. 
He smiled briefly, and for some reason, I surmised that he was amused I brought up the blue rose. Giving me no insight as to whether or not my assumption was correct, he continued his thoughts. 
“Gifts that I would very much love to shower you with in the future. However, as I mentioned earlier, my needs to spoil you aside, I have an existence to protect. You wanting something of this magnitude would require an exchange rather than a kind favor.”
“Magnitude?” I arched a brow of inquiry, already feeling resentment that he wouldn’t grant me this favor. “How much power does it take to help me remember something when I was six-years-old?”
“Not much if I had all my powers,” he explained stiffly, his princely pride ticked off upon being reminded of his current pathetic state. “But in my condition now, conjuring up lost memories would result in a lot of wasted energy. You already know that I’m doing everything I can to conserve the power I have for more important matters. Wasting a portion of that power without getting something of value in return doesn’t appeal to me.” 
“I’m not giving you my soul,” I reiterated, knowing exactly why he was making this such a big ordeal. I wanted to remember what happened, but it wasn’t worth my soul. Who in their right mind would give up their soul for a piece of a lost memory? I wasn’t that desperate.
“You wanted this enough to come to me for help,” he reminded swiftly. He took a second to study me, his eyes scrutinizing mine before another light of curiosity touched his visage. “Tell me what changed your mind.”
I remained quiet. For a protective moment, I considered not revealing the truth. When I reasoned that he would not help me if I remained secretive, I finally gave in. 
 “The only thing that has defined my existence is what happened that night,” I began slowly, using all the control I had to keep my voice from wavering. 
The emotions concerning my impending death and fucked up past began to hit me, and I tried my best to keep my composure. 
“I am dying soon.” I kept my eyes solidified on the trickling fountain behind him. I did not want Eclipse to see the poignant emotions in my normally impassive eyes. “I’m dying soon and I want to know what happened that night so that I’ll have peace, so I won’t feel like I have any unfinished business left. If I don’t have a future to look forward to, then I at least want closure from my past.”
Long moments passed between us before I felt something comforting touch my face. I belatedly realized that Eclipse had placed his warm hand on my cheek, claiming my attention and holding my eyes captive with his.  
“You will owe me, Teacup,” he told me inflexibly, his gaze still gentle. He didn’t look pleased that he had to compromise when he had the upper hand. His frustrated gaze didn’t hide the bitterness he felt with himself. The only reason why he was yielding his power was to make me feel better. “I will not require your soul for this, but you will be in my debt. I’m doing you a favor, and in the future, should I need a favor returned, you will return it to me.”
“What favor will I owe you?” the equally business-minded person in me asked.
He simply smiled enigmatically, bringing his hand down with an unreadable expression on his face. He dismissed my query with an impatient prompt of his own. “Do we have a deal or not?” 
At times like these, I understood all too well why Eclipse was the son of the Devil. He knew my cost, and he wasn’t about to waver from it. Concessions and compromises could be given to desperate souls, but a Demon would never give you a freebie. It did not matter how much you pleaded. It was against their upbringing to show such consideration; it was against their nature to be so humane.   
I frowned, pondering to myself. 
I reasoned that if I was dying soon, then there was little favor he could get out of me. There were so many variables, so many ways in which he could screw me over, but my desperation to find out the secrets of my past was eating me alive. I was too simpleminded then. All that mattered was keeping my soul. The rest were compromises I was willing to make. Aside from my soul, I couldn’t imagine anything of value that he’d want from a human like me. What could he ask from me if I was dying soon, right?
“Deal,” I said slowly and clearly.
As soon as I agreed, I felt a tiny spark of fire ignite on my tongue. I knew that this was the signing of the deal. The Demon and I had given each other our words, and I couldn’t take it back even if I wanted to. 
“Just out of curiosity,” I began uneasily, tasting the burn of the sizzling fire before the sensation eventually died on the nerves of my tongue, “what would happen if I didn’t keep my word?”
“Nothing,” he replied. His easygoing tone conveyed that he was unconcerned by the possible shadiness I could display in the future. “That spark on your tongue means that I have taken a portion of your will. Whatever I ask for, you will give it to me. You do not have a choice in the matter.”
“What favor do you want from me?” I asked once I registered that there was absolutely no turning back for me. I couldn’t be shady even if I wanted to.
He shrugged indifferently, tipping his head towards me in amusement. “I haven’t considered it yet, but I know that any favor from you would be a valuable commodity for me to have. I’ll let you know in the future once I’ve figured it out. In any case,” he prompted productively, charm swimming under the professional tone of his voice, “should we get started, Teacup?”
I shifted uncomfortably, suddenly feeling very nervous while I peered up at him. I anxiously fidgeted with my gold bangles as the cold wind coursed all around me, bringing forth the scent of roses and the promise of rain. 
“What do I do?” I asked. “Should I close my eyes and let you hypnotize me or something?”
He shook his head. “No effort is needed on your part. At this point, it’s all me.” He smiled and then added, “Just try to keep your mind clear, alright?”
I nodded and then . . . we began.
Extending his right hand out, Eclipse placed his warm hand to the side of my face, cradling my left cheek with his palm and gently touching my temple with his fingers. I couldn’t help but feel affected by the gentleness in his simple touch, but I ushered that thought aside in an effort to keep my mind clear. While the heat from my body percolated with his, Eclipse granted himself one more look at me before closing his eyes and falling completely silent.
Though it had only been a short while since Eclipse had fallen into his deep meditative state, I could already feel a certain change take place in our environment.
The wind billowing around us began to pick up gradually, as if trying to gather something up from the eerily quiet rose garden. The sounds of trickling water from the fountain were seemingly becoming louder. It was as though the rhythmic sound of water spilling into the fountain was calling out to the dark clouds for attention—for assistance. And finally, the most prevalent and bone-chilling anomaly of all . . . In a matter of seconds, the temperature around us plunged dramatically, leaving me to shiver. It became so unnerving that I could feel the warm air being sucked out by the ground beneath us. Once the velocity of the wind began to accelerate, once the sounds of trickling water began to deafen my eardrums, and once the world began to get so cold that I thought I’d die from hypothermia, something interrupted it all. 
The wind stopped blowing, the water stopped trickling, and the cold air ceased to exist. The whole world stopped breathing at the same time. 
All that was left in my world was complete and utter silence. 
While all of this transpired, I continued to stare at Eclipse. He was as motionless as a flawless marble statue. His eyes were still closed and other than his soft breaths and the warmth of his body, there were no other indications that he was alive. Yet, no matter how inanimate he appeared standing before me, he was quite animate within the confines of my mind.  
I could literally feel him running through the maze in my head, attempting to find the suppressed memories buried within my mind. It was an odd sensation to feel this powerful force intruding on such a sacred ground like my mind. However odd it felt, I didn’t feel any pain. This surprised me greatly because judging by the complexities of this powerful force pivoting through the labyrinth of my mind, I knew that this process could have easily been excruciating. It was akin to setting a bull loose. There should’ve been destruction and calamity. There should’ve been mind-splitting pain, yet the most I felt was a breath of air streaming through me like a cold draft. 
I concluded from this that Eclipse was being very careful with me. I was grateful because I was sure if it were any other Demon who didn’t give a damn about me, I would probably be having an aneurysm. I couldn’t imagine how much more complicated it was for Eclipse because he was the one who had to deal with all the intricacies.  
I was still gazing at him, assessing his contemplative trance when I noticed his facial expression change. The fine hairs on the back of my neck stood when I witnessed this. Though his eyes remained closed, I could see his brows grimace in perplexity. It looked like he was taken aback by an unforeseen barrier that had appeared, an obstruction that was so incredibly powerful that it would not let him pass . . .
I started to shift uneasily, suddenly feeling restless. Something was wrong. From the fibers in my skin to the marrows within my bones, I knew that something was wrong. I knew something was not right when—
Boom! 
A blast of roaring thunder resounded amongst the dark skies before anarchy took place.  
As if a bomb had detonated within it, the water streaming out of the fountain beside us suddenly exploded. The vicious slates of water spattered into every direction as the white stone statue cracked apart, causing me to jump at the deafening roar. I looked all around, shaking uncontrollably while the world around me jutted violently to life. 
The once tranquil silence became flooded with growling wind, its turbulent hands attacking us in possessed aggression. The strong wind nearly smacked me a couple of times with dirt and loose petals from the garden. Thunder and lightning pounded throughout the black sky. Within a matter of seconds, a torrent of rain surged down, pelting through the intermittent spaces of the rounded iron ceiling and attacking my face and body, drenching my clothes instantly. 
The world became indiscriminately hostile. It felt as though some unknown force was enraged by our encroachment onto its territory.
Covering my mouth in shock, I turned back to Eclipse. Though he was still in deep concentration, I could see his expression twisting in pain. Fear magnified inside me. If Eclipse himself was in pain, then all of this was definitely not good. I gazed at his face and prayed he would return from his meditative state and— 
What the hell? 
My eyes nearly protruded out of their sockets once I rested my focus on my rain-strewn hand. I disbelievingly registered that the rain pounding fiercely on my porcelain skin was . . . blood.
No . . . it can’t be . . .
I turned to my surroundings and my heart pounded furiously. The thumping organ threatened to jump out of my chest when I saw that the same substance also stained the white pillars and the white roses of the pergola. 
Blood.
Nothing but crimson-red droplets plummeted from the sky. I couldn’t believe my eyes, especially when I peered out further and saw the discrepancy in what was happening with the environment around me. In the outer areas of the garden, outside the immediate circle of the pergola, the rain was pure water, completely devoid of color. However, within the circumference of the pergola, nothing but a puddle of blood-filled rain inundated us, causing the confusion to cultivate further within me. 
What . . . was going on?
After I asked this question, I started to hear something that caused my own blood to run cold.
Whispers.
Whispers began to swirl in my ears.
Closing my eyes to block out the commotion of the frenzied world around me, I mustered all the concentration I had to listen to the whispers.
What was it saying?
I attempted to decipher the enunciation of the words as rain continued to drench over me. It didn’t take me long to deduce that the hissing voices were speaking in a dialect I couldn’t comprehend. It sounded demonic and divine. It sounded ominous and menacing. But most of all, it sounded powerful and completely indestructible. 
It grew louder and louder and louder until—
I felt Eclipse’s hand leave my face.
Peaceful silence streamed through my psyche, bringing a sense of calmness back to me. The wind had stopped, the world had ceased screaming, and rain had stopped deluging down on us. 
I opened my eyes and stared up at Eclipse.
He was gazing down at me, his face wet from the rain. For the first time since I had met him, I saw an emotion displayed on his face that I had never seen before: bewilderment. 
Chills covered my damp body. His expression worried me to the core of my soul. It was the first time I had seen Eclipse display such a perturbed expression on his normally aloof countenance.
I was on the verge of asking him what was wrong when I noticed steam rising from the corner of my eye and smelled a faint husk of smoke. I averted my focus to the source of the smoke and froze when my gaze landed on the hand that once held my cheek. I brought my hands to my mouth, subduing the gasp of shock that emitted from my staggered state.
Oh my God . . .
Eclipse’s entire right hand was marred with black tar. Wisps of smoke rose from the intermittent areas of his hand where tar was intertwined with burning flesh. The burning flesh was glowing like fire, making it appear as if Eclipse had submerged his hand into boiling volcanic lava.
“I’m okay, Teacup,” he assured me, mitigating my fears when he dipped his hand into the still water of the demolished fountain. Once he raised it back up, reprieve rolled over me. His hand was back as it had been: strong, supple, and in as good physical shape as ever. 
Shaken, I turned back to our surroundings, expecting to be greeted with pools of blood. To my surprise, all I saw were raindrops—clear and colorless raindrops falling to the ground that was once drenched with blood. I looked all around, astounded with the sight of everything. There was no blood anywhere. 
“There . . . there was blood here earlier,” I told him, my voice shaking after I glanced at the puddle of water close to us and saw that it was completely free of blood. 
I inspected my hand and body. Though I was drenched, there was no presence of blood on me. My eyes broadened in disbelief. 
No, it was here. I’m not going crazy. I know what I saw!
“It . . . it was raining blood all around here just a second ago,” I said to him, looking at him to make sure he didn’t think I was going crazy.
“I know,” Eclipse replied distractedly, ending my paranoia that he wouldn’t believe me. He began to clasp and unclasp his right hand to get the nerves to start working again.
However disturbed I was with whatever the hell took place, I reasoned that all of this, no matter how spooky it was, must have been normal when it came to attempting to “unlock” someone’s memories. With this in mind—even though I was still scared shitless—I calmed my overexcited nerves and turned back to him with eager eyes. 
“Did it work? Do you know what happened that night?”
“I couldn’t see anything,” came his swift and fatigued reply. I hadn’t noticed this before because I was distracted with his hand, but Eclipse looked abnormally pale. He looked as though he had been through a battle and that he was still trying to gather his own bearings. Despite how his fatigued demeanor worried me, the selfish part of me couldn’t help but feel crestfallen with his answer.
All of this pandemonium, and he couldn’t see anything?
“Why not?” I breathed out quietly.
There was a lingering silence from Eclipse. Instead of answering me, he took a second to inspect his once injured hand, the expression on his face grim. 
“That part of your life was blacked out,” he finally answered me, the color retuning to his face when his eyes locked with mine. “It was as if in that instant, you didn’t exist.”
I couldn’t control the terror that brewed within me.
I gazed at his hand and then turned around to survey my surroundings—the surroundings that were once covered with blood. As much as I wanted to believe that all of this was typical for this ritual, deep in my heart, I knew that none of this was normal. I reluctantly faced him again.
“Why did your hand burn?” I asked warily, dreading having to hear the answer. Even then, I knew it wasn’t going to be simple. 
Eclipse stood up straight once it appeared that all his energy had fully returned. There was color to his face now, but regardless of the resurgence of energy making its way back into his body, Eclipse’s face was still grim, if not more than before. After what felt like an eternity of silence, the muscles within his structured jaw tightened before Eclipse finally deigned it was due time to enlighten me. 
“Something’s wrong with your soul.” 
I struggled to swallow past the foreboding lump in my throat. 
“Wh—” I couldn’t get the words out while I stared up at him. The mystification numbed me with uneasiness. Rain had begun to pour more violently from up above while thunder blasted the sky apart, as if in anger and outrage for the conversation that we were having. Out of fear, I played with my gold bangles like a nervous wreck. I took a second to gather my bearings before finally uttering, “What’s wrong with my soul?”
“Your soul . . .” Eclipse stated gravely, his own eyes filled with disbelief. Even then, he knew that his task of retrieving my soul had just gotten a million times harder than he could’ve ever possibly anticipated it to be. 
“A part of it is missing. A part of it has been stolen.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"The earth will shake."

26: Ancient Evil
 
“Your soul, your soul! How the hell did you manage to lose a part of your soul?”
Holding my hand so that we wouldn’t get separated in the evening crowd, Eclipse ushered me through the jam-packed platform of the subway station with a deep frown on his face. With people bumping into us from all directions, we continued to swim through the congested sea of subway commuters, making our way back out to the streets.
After being told that a part of my soul had been stolen, it was an understatement to say that I felt fragmented—literally and figuratively. I tried my best to absorb this newfound information. Being the considerate Demon that he was, Eclipse bestowed me with a whopping three seconds to brood over this catastrophic and life-changing revelation before he impatiently grabbed my hand, casted an incantation to dry me of the rain, and then urgently dragged me out of the school grounds. 
Next thing I knew, an embittered Eclipse was not only berating me for losing a part of my soul, but he was also herding me around the city like I was a sheep who had gotten lost from her flock. It went without saying that with the state I found myself in, I was not only feeling disjointed, but I was also feeling pretty damn aggravated. 
“Does it look like I made the decision?” I couldn’t help but defend myself as we walked over the surface of the streets. Cold wind swept past us while sprinkles of rain drizzled over our faces. Angry at his behavior towards me, I glared up at his profile, trying my best not to trip at the pace at which we were walking. “Do I look like someone who is knowledgeable enough to voluntarily lose a part of her soul?”
“This is unacceptable,” he went on, paying no mind to my retort. He was too busy lamenting over how much shit had hit the fan in his life. “How the fuck am I supposed to turn you into a Demon if you don’t even have all your soul intact? We have to get it back.” He shifted his critical eyes in my direction, looking at me like it was entirely my fault that his life had become exponentially shittier. “You have to get it back, Teacup.”
“How?” I countered, bouncing on the busy street and looking around at the unfamiliar surroundings. We were surrounded by the usual touches of neon lights, but the scenery had changed vastly from regular citizens to solely college students. I swiveled my eyes back to him and glared once more before saying, “You’re the powerful Demon, Ashtray.”
Eclipse sighed at my reply. He accepted that the nature of this problem fell too heavily on his shoulders—he was the one who had to fix our quandary. While Eclipse exhaustedly closed his eyes for the dilemma we had been damned with, another earth-tilting revelation assaulted me. 
I looked at him with huge eyes. 
“Is that why I’m not a good person?”
Eclipse was barely paying attention to me. He was too busy being miserable. “What?” he asked perplexedly. 
“Is that why I’m not a good person? Because a part of my soul had been stolen?”
Eclipse opened his eyes. Frustration strained his features while he begrudgingly confirmed my suspicions. “You are the way that you are because a piece of your soul was stolen.”
I gasped at this eye-opening statement.
It dawned on me that there was finally light at the end of the dark tunnel I had been walking through my entire life. The reason for my sadistic inclinations, the reason why I was so different from the rest of humanity, and the reason why I was such a disturbed individual . . . all of this was because of my incomplete soul. I was a sadistic human because I did not have a fully molded soul. After seeing this light, all I saw was the prospect of something I had wanted all my life.
I could finally be a good person, I thought with the utmost hope. There was a chance for me to make things right—to lead the life I was supposed to lead: an ordinary, normal, and moral one. 
Determination consumed me.
I had to find it.
I had to find my soul.
I had to become fully human again.
“We have to find it,” I told him just as a crowd of college kids came through us, separating us from one another for a brief second. I hopped beside him and fell right back into step with him. “We have to get it back.”
“You don’t think I know this?” he replied, equally as flummoxed as me. Though his tone was aggravated, I could also hear the restraint in his voice. Eclipse was at his wit’s end, but he still managed some semblance of civility when it involved me. 
“Just to clarify,” I forewarned him in case he misunderstood all of this as me unofficially agreeing to give him my soul. “I’m not giving you my soul.”
I needed his help, very much so, but not at the expense of my soul. What was the point of getting it back if I had to give it up again?
“We’ll find your soul first, then we’ll deal with the other proposition later,” he dismissed stiffly. It was apparent that the last thing on Eclipse’s mind was convincing me to give him my soul. At this rate, the only thing critical was finding the rest of my soul so that I would actually have it in my possession. It was only after all these factors had been met could he even begin to convince me to give it to him. 
“Where are we going?” I inquired when I noted that Eclipse was turning into a building that looked suspiciously like a dormitory. 
“Getting some enlightenment,” Eclipse answered briskly, waving his hand over the locked door and holding it open for me. I followed him as we ran into the elevator where a big group of college students had recently exited. Once inside the confines of the metal cage and once he pressed the button for the sixth floor, he went on, strain coloring his voice. “This is far beyond me. I was never the Demon who took souls. I have no idea what to do when a part of someone’s soul is missing. I need counsel and I need it right now.”
I glanced at the number gauge as it reached the sixth floor. “Who are we getting counsel from?
“My older brother.”
My eyes blossomed as the elevator doors slid open. His older brother? I was meeting another Demon? I gaped at Eclipse, following him in shock. We stepped into a dimly lit hall where the pungent smell of marijuana, alcohol, and just plain laziness filled my nose. 
Almost dazedly, I asked, “Which one?”
Eclipse smirked at the obvious paranoia present in my eyes. He knew that I was apprehensive now that I was going to be in the presence of another Demon. 
Instead of answering me, he took it upon himself to wrap a comforting hand around mine. At his wordless assurance that I’d be fine, he gently pulled me down the raucous hall. During our walk, I caught sight of students lounging around with their doors wide open. They were either smoking marijuana, watching TV, or sleeping with drool dribbling from their mouth. It was not a pleasant sight, to say the least.
We reached the end of the hall and stood in front of what appeared to be a triple dorm room. As a sign of respect, Eclipse knocked on the already opened door. While he did this, I used that moment to poke my head in as we waited for a reply. Judging by what I saw in the room and my surroundings, I quickly deduced which older brother this was.
“Sloth?” I uttered tentatively.
Eclipse smiled lightly as his confirmation. At the same instant, a distant and soft voice elicited from the room.
“Come in.”
With an encouraging look aimed towards me, Eclipse carefully pulled me in. We stepped through the fog of smoke and carefully maneuvered over the various sleeping bodies sprawled out on the floor. Once we reached the center of the relatively large and bright dorm room, it didn’t take long for me to spot the Demon of Sloth. 
Sitting comfortably on a brown beanbag with a PlayStation 3 controller in his hand, his lazy eyes were fixated on the 50-inch plasma TV that showed the racing game he was playing. I furrowed my brows, floored with what I was seeing. Sloth looked like any other college freshman. He wore glasses, a tight orange t-shirt that framed his thin body, khaki pants that had various condiment stains attached to them, and had unruly brown hair that seemed to have mussed from playing video games all night. 
I couldn’t believe my eyes.
This was the Demon of Sloth? 
He looked so . . . useless.
I understood that his very sin was Sloth, but it was unnerving to see such a “powerful” Demon appear so inadequate. The very fact that his lair was a triple in a college dorm, where several bongs, drugs, and alcohol bottles were scattered disgustingly across the room, didn’t help me form a respectable opinion of him either. I couldn’t believe he was older than Eclipse. This whole scene would’ve appeared comical if Eclipse and I weren’t seeking him for counsel.
My stomach twisted in uneasy knots. We were seeking counsel, to help find the missing part of my soul and make me human again, from this lazy bum? 
In that moment, I questioned Eclipse’s intelligence. How productive could it be to seek counsel from the Demon of Sloth when simply looking at him made me feel lazy?
“To what do I owe the pleasure, baby brother?” Sloth asked nonchalantly, jarring me out of my judgmental reverie. His eyes remained fastened on his game when he said this. 
“How are you, Elder?” Eclipse asked courteously. Mild amusement played on his face while he gazed at his older brother. There was no judgment in his eyes. If anything, I saw a tint of respect. It was obvious that Eclipse was used to seeing his older brother in this state. None of this fazed him. 
I was the only one appalled that my soul seemed to have rested under the guidance of a college kid who looked so lazy and puny that, if I really put my mind to it, I could beat him up with the snap of a finger. 
“I would be better if someone were to join me in this game,” Sloth replied, grabbing a remote control from a sleeping male college student’s hands. He handed it to Eclipse, his eyes still fixated on the TV.
Eclipse smiled, nodding for me to follow him in. He took a couple of strides forward, grabbed the controller, and took a seat on an unmade and unoccupied bed. 
“It would be my pleasure to kick your ass at this game, Elder,” he said in his usual arrogant tone. 
At this, Sloth laughed. “We’ll see, Junior. We’ll see.” 
It was only when I made a move to follow after Eclipse that Sloth’s eyes maneuvered away from his TV and finally landed on me. He finally acknowledged my existence and, at that instant, I wish he hadn’t. 
The rush of terror that deluged over me after my eyes made contact with his bronze eyes nearly crippled me. I looked down upon him because of his appearance, but I realized what a grave mistake that was when I finally met his gaze. Outwardly, he may have looked harmless, but his simple acknowledgement of my existence was enough to scare all the human fibers that made up my existence. I felt like I was a gazelle in the lair of a lion that could kill me without lifting a finger. It was one of the most terrifying feelings I ever had, and I was extremely thankful that Eclipse was there with me. 
Although Sloth did not address me, the malicious smirk that spread over his features told me that he found entertainment in the fear I experienced. A glint of comprehension ignited in his eyes regarding my identity, and with that, he relinquished his predatory gaze on me and returned his attention to the game. He was now switching from a one-player mode to a two-player.
When Sloth’s eyes left mine, I felt the air return to my lungs.  
“So, this is Grace?” he voiced knowingly, his attention resting on the TV screen again. 
Eclipse beamed favorably, motioning his head for me to walk in further. “In the flesh.”
Sloth grinned carelessly, glancing at me and then back to the screen. 
“She’s cute, but isn’t she a bit short?” His critical eyes appraised my pink dress and pink shoes one more time before he turned away with dry amusement. “And why the hell is she wearing so much pink?”
“She’s vertically challenged,” Eclipse corrected for me as if it was an ailment he had already forgiven and adored me for. His own brown eyes scanned my dress and shoes in appreciation. “As far as the pink goes . . .” He laughed to himself. “Who the hell knows.”
I wanted to defend the hue of my outfit, but I was afraid to. No matter how un-threatening Sloth appeared, there was this underlying fear in the marrow of my bones. Even if I didn’t know who he was, my human instincts—the very essence of my being—knew all too well what Sloth was. He was one of the Devil’s seven sons, which meant that he was a threat to my existence. 
Sloth’s focus landed on me as I timidly sat down on the green chair beside the bed. 
“It’s very nice to finally meet you, Grace,” he said diplomatically. I could tell from his voice, no matter how pretentious he looked as his regal eyes appraised me, that he truly meant it. “You’ve become nothing short of a celebrity in our world. I’ve been dying to meet you since I heard about your”—he paused to find the right human words, and at that second, I could see the family resemblance between him and Eclipse. Both were very poised, always very careful with the words they chose, and very good at being diplomatic when they needed to be—“extracurricular activity when you were six.”
I hadn’t realized how disconcerting it was to be in a room where someone else knew about my sins. Though I was uncomfortable with Eclipse knowing my deepest and darkest secrets, it was a trait that I more or less got used to. With Sloth being privy to this dark subject, I realized how much it irritated me when someone else brought up the matter. I was tolerant towards Eclipse, but for anyone else, it was off-putting that they would dare bring any of this up with me in the room. 
Although I didn’t like him treading on this topic, I kept up a polite appearance because I didn’t want to be rude to the Demon of Sloth. Eclipse may have been smitten with me, but that didn’t mean that other Demons would be as well. I had the feeling that despite how indifferently polite Sloth appeared, he could change in an instant and rip my limbs off if I were to say one wrong word. I knew little to nothing about Demons, but I was aware that it was in a human’s best interest to not piss a Demon off, especially a Royal one.
With that thought in mind, I tried to smile past my fear and irritation. “It’s nice to meet you too.”
“You know who I am, I presume?” he prompted offhandedly. 
I nodded silently.
He made a gesture with his lips that was far too sadistic to be called a smile.
“You fear me,” he stated simply.
I nodded quietly again, finding it pointless to try and appear brave when my terror was so clear. 
He nodded in approval before turning away from me as a King would from a commoner—or a lower life form that he deemed unworthy. “As you should.” 
When Sloth said this, Eclipse turned his gaze over to me. Though he said nothing, his body language said it all: he was telling me to not be afraid because however intimidating Sloth may have appeared, he himself was the force to be reckoned with. If anything were to go down, Eclipse would have my back, not his brother’s. 
With that as my assurance, I felt the fear slowly fade away. Even though I still feared Sloth, I felt safe with Eclipse by my side. And as the seconds passed, I started to grow comfortable around Sloth as well.
“Are they your workers?” I hesitantly asked Sloth after staring at the eight sleeping individuals, boys and girls alike, slumbering on the floor with beer bottles in their hands. 
As he and Eclipse easily raced one another on the TV screen, Sloth laughed at my inquiry. 
“Oh no,” he replied, completely engrossed in the game he was playing with Eclipse. He roughly tilted his remote control to make a right turn. “The Demons in my Kingdom are far more hard-working than these kids. They would never sleep in my presence.” He glanced quickly around the room. “These children are merely my entertainment. My college buddies as your kind would say.”
“Is there a reason why you’re hanging around here?” I asked further.
“Is there a reason why you enjoy being surrounded by the misery of others?” Sloth countered sadistically, nearly giving me a whiplash at the severity of his soft, but indicting, words. He roughly sloped his remote control to the left and spared a glance at me. He smirked upon seeing the shock on my face, enjoying the fact that I feared him so. 
“Please watch your tone with her, Elder,” Eclipse said in my defense, his attention still on racing his brother on the TV screen. “I would hate to not only kick your ass in this game, but also outside it as well.”
Sloth smiled lightheartedly, obviously used to Eclipse speaking to him this way. It was clear that with anyone else, Sloth would kill them for daring to speak to him in such a rude manner. With his baby brother, he let it slide. 
His cold eyes thawing, Sloth stopped hazing me.
“Being here,” he began in a professional and well-spoken tone, “amongst those who indulge in my sin is therapeutic and very entertaining. There are other places which promote my sin, but no place is a better playground than a college dorm.” He chuckled, casting a pitiful look at all the inebriated humans lying pathetically at his feet. “It is a gift to be around so many intelligent, yet lazy folks who are not working to their full potential and squandering their futures away. There is never a more beautiful way to watch my sin unfold than to be here, where the future of your kind lays, drooling pitifully at my feet while they waste their worthless lives away. Such a wonderful form of therapy if you ask me.” 
The irony of his appearance was that even though he appeared very immature, Sloth was very articulate and, much like Eclipse, very intelligent. He looked like a kid who didn’t know better but spoke like a powerful entity who had seen the ages. 
I knew then why Eclipse chose him to be his counselor for our dilemma. 
Sloth was a wise Demon, and any wisdom we received from him would be invaluable. 
Sloth used this moment to turn to Eclipse, awareness brimming in his cold and knowledgeable eyes. “So how goes it, baby brother? I’m gathering that you would not voluntarily bring your human here unless you needed something. And judging by how arrogant you are, I’m also gathering that what you need is exorbitant because you would not seek help otherwise.”
“ . . . I am screwed,” Eclipse voiced to his older brother as soon as Sloth opened that door. His tone was dejected. He was no longer playful or arrogant. He was simply miserable.
“Now, now,” Sloth appeased, still focusing on the game. His demeanor remained aloof. “I’m sure whatever it is could be easily resolved.”
Eclipse paused in mid-race, fully turning to his brother. “A part of her soul has been stolen.”
Sloth’s eyes enlarged as the sounds of the TV racecar crashing could be heard in the background. Automatically, the game of racing was over and the game of counseling was about to begin. He faced Eclipse, shock reveling in his previously emotionless eyes. “You are screwed.”
Eclipse dropped his remote control and groaned to himself. He massaged his temple as a child would when he realized that life had effectively screwed him over. “Did you know about this when I took on the job?” 
Sloth laughed disbelievingly, shaking his head as the weight of this revelation came over him. He looked at me briefly. “It’s been said that she would be a difficult one to convert, but I had no idea that one of the difficulties lies with a part of her soul being stolen.”
“What do I do?” Eclipse went on to ask, helplessness lining his usually egotistical demeanor. “How do I even begin to go about finding it?”
“Finding the stolen piece of her soul isn’t an impossible task, but it will be a time consuming one.”
“My time here is limited,” Eclipse stated in exasperation.
“Yes, I realize that.” 
Even a blind person could see the smile on Sloth’s face through his voice alone. Anyone who had half of a brain could detect that he didn’t feel any sympathy for Eclipse.
Raising his eyes to meet his brother’s, Eclipse confronted Sloth by bluntly stating, “You don’t seem too upset about it.”
“After the shit you pulled back home, you think I’m going to keel over and cry?” Sloth retorted, steel present in his voice. His angry eyes penetrated Eclipse’s fearless ones. The animosity in his tone was undeniable. Whatever happened in their past, Eclipse had fucked up royally, and Sloth wasn’t one to forget. “You’re lucky I’m not taking advantage of your dimmed conditions and killing you myself.” His eyes then landed on me. The severity in his gaze quickly manifested from one filled with animosity to one filled with pure amusement. “Though, of course, hearing about you being at the mercy of this cute little thing and a missing piece of her soul is more than entertaining for me.” Sloth’s eyes went over my outfit again, and I concluded all but too clearly how much Demons hated the color pink, especially when he said, “You may be the pinkest prospective Demon I’ve ever met, but I guess it’ll suffice if you possess the fundamental qualities that one needs to be a Demon.”
I bit back the desire to defend my favorite color and only used that moment to instinctively correct any misinterpretation that he may have had about my soul and humanity. 
“I never agreed to give him my soul and I never agreed to become a Demon.”
Sloth’s expression turned cold at my words. Fuming, he relinquished all composure and turned back to Eclipse in disbelief. 
“What the fuck are you doing? How long has it been? She should be on her knees begging you to convert her.”
“Drop this,” Eclipse warned his older brother, exhibiting absolutely no fear. “I know what I’m doing.”
“Do you?” Sloth inquired heatedly. “What have you been doing to persuade her to convert?”
Eclipse merely found interest in staring at the TV screen instead of answering him.
Despite Eclipse’s silence, Sloth persisted with his interrogation. “Have you killed her loved ones?” 
“She has none.”
“Have you mutilated her body?”
Eclipsed laughed, giving his brother a dry look. “I want to sleep with this girl, and you think I’m going to mutilate her body? Are you crazy, bro? I’ll skin you alive before I touch her like that.”
“Fair enough,” Sloth replied blithely, casting another glance at me before turning back to Eclipse. “What have you done? Have you even tried to ruin her life?”
“I’ve tortured her,” Eclipse offered as if there was some evil connotation behind it.
Sloth’s face grew suspicious. He appraised my outfit one more time. Then he dryly pointed out the obvious. “How? Tortured people don’t wear pink.”
Eclipse laughed again, glancing at me with doting eyes. “I’ve been making her accident-prone and giving her F’s.”
“F’s?” Sloth twisted his brows in confusion. “Is that some kind of disease?”
“F’s,” Eclipse elaborated, “on her homework, tests, and projects.”
A blank look slated Sloth’s face. “You’ve been giving her bad grades and making her trip in the process?” Sloth scrutinized Eclipse for a few serious moments. “How much do you like this girl?”
“Enough to not make her more miserable than I have to,” Eclipse answered unthinkingly. 
I must admit, even though I had been complaining to Eclipse about how horrible he had been making my life, it put everything into perspective after hearing Sloth sum our whole situation up. Eclipse had been going easy on me. Suddenly, I had a whole new appreciation for Eclipse. I couldn’t imagine having Sloth or some other Demon in pursuit of my soul. I doubted that any other Demon would look at me like I was a treasured gem and treat me with kid gloves like Eclipse had. Truthfully, I’d take bad grades, tripping every now and then, and sexual frustration over worse demonic tortures any day. 
Sloth let out an exasperated breath, interrupting my thoughts with simple words that wrapped up our dilemma. “You are so royally screwed.”
“Don’t concern yourself with my endeavor to turn her into a Demon,” Eclipse appeased, bringing his brother back on topic. “I can deal with that all by myself. It is the missing portion of her soul that has me doing double takes and has me coming to you for help. I’ve never heard of anything taking a mere part of someone’s soul. I didn’t even know it was possible to take only a part of someone’s soul until now. I thought souls were unbreakable.”  
“It rarely happens, but it does occur,” Sloth explained, getting serious as well. “Sometimes the cause could be minute—a slip of error, so-to-speak. This in itself has existed in the past and continues to exist now, where a human would be born with a part of their soul missing.”
“Hence the existence of serial killers,” I unthinkingly said out loud.
Although Sloth nodded, it only appeared to be a conditional agreement to my observation.
“Humans, even with small pieces of their souls missing, would lack the basic and fundamental skills to be humane. Some, depending on how big that missing piece is and depending on that individual’s own personal strength, could overcome this deficiency and lead a normal life. Though they would have the innate need to perform sadistic tendencies, they, at the very least, could control it. Some could control it so well that they could lead normal lives, never once indulging in their sadism.” 
He smirked, going right into the reason why his nod to me was only conditional and not absolute.
“But those, as you have just mentioned, serial killers, pedophiles, and other classifications of humans who do not follow the bylaws of the human world, all of them are not always products of a missing soul. Some, even with their souls intact, are truly horrible people who are simply sick in the head. The truth is that there are very few in the world who are actually born with a piece of their soul missing. For many, they are just truly and utterly fucked up human beings who take joy in inflicting pain onto other living things.”
“I’m aware of genetic mutations,” Eclipse began resignedly, “but I’m talking about the deliberate stealing of someone’s soul.”
Sloth nodded at his younger brother, returning to the original topic. “Like I said, a missing portion of someone’s soul could be attributed to a simple genetic mutation or it could be something bigger—something that entails a powerful entity being involved in this mess. In the olden times, there were whispers of ancient entities, if the conditions were right for them, being able to take a part of someone’s soul without their permission.” 
Eclipse gaped at his brother in absolute astonishment. “What’s the use of stealing only a part of a human’s soul?”
“I don’t know,” Sloth replied honestly. His expression was disconcerted as well. “Whatever it is, you know that you need her along with you to figure it out.”
Eclipse acquiesced with a sigh. “I know.”
“But don’t you need the owner’s permission to take their soul?” I asked, perplexity threading my voice. I glanced at Eclipse and then turned to Sloth. I thought about how easily something could steal a piece of someone’s soul—or my soul to be exact—and wondered why Eclipse had to waste his time trying to persuade me to give him my soul if he could just take it from me. “I mean, why would Demons need to waste their time convincing humans to give them their souls if they could just take it without permission?”
“There is a binding spell that comes with the human soul,” Sloth explained, picking up a bottle of beer from the ground and drinking from it. “God’s grace, so-to-speak. No Demon could unbind the blessing that God graced upon your souls. Only humans themselves could unbind it, only humans themselves could renounce the gift God gave them. Only then could a Demon own their souls.” 
He studied me carefully. 
“But that binding spell is wrapped stringently upon the entire soul, making it virtually impossible for someone to attempt to steal it because the consequences are known to be very fatal. An entity has to be very, very powerful to be able to steal a part of someone’s soul because even with permission from the human, a soul cannot be broken apart, not unless something unearthly powerful is administering the ritual.” 
Sloth then faced Eclipse. 
“How did you know a part of her soul was missing, and why would you be so quick as to say that it has been stolen?”
“I attempted to channel the memory of the night she killed her family and I couldn’t see anything,” Eclipse began to explain.
Sloth gave him an unimpressed look. “And that simple impediment made you think that something actually stole a piece of her soul?”
“My hand,” Eclipse emphasized, holding his right hand up. “I held her cheek with it to channel her memories. During the procedure, it became burned and marred beyond the point of recognition. If this was any Demon other than a Royal Demon, then that Demon would’ve been obliterated on the spot.” Eclipse smirked self-deprecatingly. “A simple genetic mutation in her soul cannot harm me in this manner. To add to that, I could feel this barrier. It wouldn’t let me through.” Then, he gave his Elder brother the icing on the cake. “And during the procedure, the world grew violent, and from what Gracie told me, blood was pouring from the sky.”
Sloth’s eyes grew wide. He whipped his head towards me with the velocity of a cobra. “Blood poured from the sky?”
I nodded, feeling the fear run through me at the reminder of what I saw.
Sloth studied me with uncertainty. Not believing me, he suspiciously asked, “Blood everywhere?”
“Only the area around us,” I clarified quietly. “Everywhere else, rain was just rain. But in the circular area close to us, it was pouring blood.”
Apparently my specific explanation of how it rained stirred a nerve within Sloth. Dawning knowledge began to shine in his eyes. It was the type of ominous knowledge that one wouldn’t want to see, for it only meant bad news. I imagined that for Demons like Eclipse and Sloth, little to nothing unnerved them. Seeing their disconcerted demeanors, I couldn’t help but feel anxiety pillage through me as well.
Sloth turned back to Eclipse, concern teeming in his bronze eyes. “What did you see while you were attempting to channel her memories?”
“Darkness,” Eclipse replied. “Complete and utter darkness. It was like she didn’t exist for that brief moment.”
“A veil has been placed over her,” Sloth finally breathed out after all the cards had fallen into place for him.
Now it was Eclipse’s turn to give Sloth a blank and unimpressed stare for stating the obvious. 
“We know that, Elder,” Eclipse deadpanned.
“Not the veil we know about, but another one—a more specific, more complicated, and more powerful one,” Sloth amended quickly. His eyes assessed me carefully. “Someone doesn’t want her remembering them. This would thereby mean that Grace here has stumbled upon something she wasn’t supposed to see when she was a child or this could be something bigger. The raining of blood meant that a powerful entity sacrificed a portion of their life-force to place a specific veil over her. This also explains why you saw nothing but darkness when you attempted to channel her memories. That entity’s sacrificed life-force literally took her memory to the grave with them.” 
Sloth’s face grew firm as Eclipse and I gaped at him, completely stupefied with the bomb he threw on us. He averted his full attention back to Eclipse. Urgency pulsed in his voice.
 “Whatever the case, your best bet is finding out what happened the night she murdered her family. It seems that everything in Grace’s life stems back to that night. It only makes sense that if you were to find out what occurred, it would lead you closer to finding her missing soul. Know this though . . .” 
A dark shadow crossed his face. 
“Not every run-of-the-mill Demon can steal a part of someone’s soul. Not every run-of-the-mill Demon can elicit a binding spell so powerful that even a Dark Majesty cannot penetrate through it, and last but not least”—he eyed me—“not every run-of-the-mill Demon can find her.” His eyes swiveled back to Eclipse. “Even you needed help with lifting the first veil so that you could find her. Whoever this entity is, I’m sure it wasn’t an accident that only a part of her soul is missing. I’m also sure that it wasn’t an accident that it was Grace’s particular soul that was stolen. Whoever and whatever was behind this, you can bet that they will not give up that missing soul easily.”
Eclipse let out a groan once the enormity of this situation rained down on him. “I did not anticipate having to deal with all of this when I agreed to the deal.”
“You knew that it was difficult to begin with and you signed up anyway,” Sloth replied harshly, displaying no sympathy for his baby brother. “I already warned you once that converting her was a suicide mission, yet you still pushed for it. Now it seems that your suicide mission has become even more suicidal.”
“Have faith, big bro,” Eclipse pacified, doing well to pull himself out of his state of self-pity. “You know once I set my mind on something, I see it through to the very end.”
“And your end is very near, so I suggest you take things a bit more seriously, Junior,” Sloth retorted firmly. “You’re on a very tight schedule. It will be a time consuming task to find the missing portion of her soul. Once you find it, you need to convert her right away. With that in mind, I suggest that you stop trying to woo her and start persuading her more.”
When it looked like Eclipse was about to reply, his face, as well as Sloth’s, changed when they lifted their heads up in unison. It was like both had heard something in the air.  
“Your Kingdom needs you,” Sloth stated, confirming my suspicions that they heard a calling of sorts that my human ears weren’t privy to.
There was a hesitant pause on Eclipse’s part. He looked conflicted about going to take care of whatever was happening in his Kingdom. He didn’t want to leave me alone with his brother.
“Go. It’ll only take a moment,” Sloth encouraged, reading the uncertain expression on Eclipse’s face. “I’ll watch her.”
“Do not overstep your boundaries and do not scare her,” Eclipse warned sternly.
Sloth smirked. Though it was supposed to be reassuring, his smirk offered me no comfort. It actually scared the living daylights out of me. 
“I won’t hurt your new favorite toy.”
“I’ll be back shortly, Gracie,” Eclipse assured. He then whispered something only I could hear before he materialized out of the room. “Be careful with him.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"Darkness will reign . . ."

27: Guardian Demon
 
I felt so uncomfortable sitting in a crack-den-like dorm room with the Demon of Sloth, who had the physical appearance of a lazy college freshman and the demeanor of an all-powerful Demon who could kill me with the snap of a finger. 
It didn’t help that Eclipse had made me feel so much better with his cryptic parting words. I suddenly regretted choosing to wear all pink today. For whatever reason, my choice in color coordination truly offended Sloth. I didn’t understand why he appeared to be so annoyed with my existence, but, as if hearing my unspoken question, the Demon wasted no time in enlightening me. 
“Out of all the Demons to seek you out, you should count your blessings that it is Eclipse who is your Guardian Demon,” he began at once.
“W-why is that?” I uttered, trying to control the fear veering through me. Without Eclipse, I had never felt more vulnerable to be at the mercy of another Demon. 
“Because if it were me or any of my other brothers, we would have never risked our entire existence for you.” He regarded me with nonchalance. “You’re simply too much trouble, even if you may be worth it.”
I swallowed past my apprehension and my emerging irritation with Sloth. “Why did Eclipse bother with me then?”
He grinned, leaning forward with his hands bound together and his bronze eyes growing more potent. He looked less like a human and was beginning to look more feral and animalistic. 
“My baby brother is a Demon who is very ambitious,” he began slowly, never taking his cold eyes off of me. “Once he sets his eyes on something, he will go to great lengths to attain it. This trait has made him both very popular and very unpopular in our monarchy. He seeks glory and he likes his pretty little trophies. And you, Grace, are the shiniest and most sought after trophy in our world. You come at a very big price tag that Eclipse has paid.” His eyes grew more severe. “He’s not going to give up on you, and unfortunately for him, this is a tenacity he needs to keep in order to successfully maintain you and maintain his own existence.” He released a breath, taking note of my appearance again before his diabolical eyes found mine. Tilting his head, he carelessly said, “I do find it interesting that you still want to be human, considering your possible fate and all. Eclipse has informed you, I presume?”
I knew then why my appearance offended him so much. It wasn’t so much the fact that I was wearing pink; it was more so because I was “foolish” enough to keep my soul (or what was left of it) in light of all that was being offered to me. Eclipse, as charming as he was to me, was an elitist at best. I was positive that his older brothers shared this trait. They did not take kindly to lower creatures rejecting the gift of becoming one of them.
I nodded, conviction set in my mind that I wouldn’t allow myself to be intimidated by Sloth. I wasn’t going to give Eclipse my soul—not now, not ever. I knew my fate, and I accepted it. End of story. No matter how fearful I was of Sloth, I was still brave enough to keep my soul and defend it.
“I already know that I’m going to contract a virus and die after I turn twenty-one,” I shared with him in a matter-of-fact tone. I had hoped the bravery in my voice would tell him that my mind could not be changed, yet his reaction left me staggered.
“That measly death?” Sloth threw his head back and laughed, sending me spiraling into a vortex of confusion. “You think I was talking about that?”
My insides chilled at his ominous words. “What are you talking about?”
His white teeth flashed in the only way the son of the Devil could smile. It was a cunning smile, it was a diabolical smile, and it was a terrifying smile. 
“Ah, I see Eclipse neglected to mention it to you.”
“Neglected to mention what?”
Before Sloth could answer, the topic of our conversation appeared just in the nick of time to stop him.
“Thank you for watching her.” Eclipse’s voice suffused into the room before his body materialized in soon after. He was standing beside me, his face unsatisfied and looking slightly pissed off. He stared at his brother, his eyes soft but accusing. “Funny thing. When I arrived at my throne, my Arch-Demons said that they didn’t call for me. Very odd, don’t you think, Elder?”
“You know how the reception is at times,” Sloth replied loftily, playing off the fact that somehow, he was able to send off a fake call from his Kingdom so that Eclipse would leave. He grinned craftily, unmistakably pleased with himself that he was able to have his time alone to interrogate me. “And I’m surprised with you, Junior. You failed to mention to her the one big catalyst that would aid in convincing her to be a Demon.”
“What is he talking about?” I gazed at Eclipse. My mind was running in circles. “What’s he talking about, Eclipse? What didn’t you tell me?”
“The faster you tell her, the faster she’ll agree, the faster you can start the conversion, and the faster you can return to power,” Sloth interjected, his severe eyes on Eclipse. “Stop fucking around, baby brother. What’s happening now isn’t a joke. Time is of the essence for you.”
“Thank you for your concern, Elder,” Eclipse dismissed his brother with a polite smile, “but I know what I’m doing. Thank you for all your help tonight. I think I can handle it from here.”
Sloth shook his head as he watched Eclipse stroll over to me, grab me, and pull me out with him. Even with me attempting to pull out of his grasp, Eclipse was unyielding. His thoughts were single-minded; he wanted to get me out of there before Sloth revealed whatever secret Eclipse had been keeping from me.
Eclipse’s endeavor was successful—until Sloth whispered something that had every cell in my body rising up in utter terror.
“He is your Guardian Demon, Grace,” I could hear him whisper from his doorway while we hurried into the elevator. His last blood-chilling words came over me just as the elevator doors slid shut, searing into my already petrified mind with its ominous warning. 
“With that said, what the hell do you think he’s guarding you from?”
 
●●●
 
“Eclipse, tell me what he was talking about,” I demanded for the hundredth time after we entered my apartment. I had been asking him this same question over and over the whole way back, and Eclipse had been giving me the same answer over and over without fail. 
“Nothing,” he assured me just as OinkOink, who had been waiting at the door, bounced over to us in excitement. Eclipse chuckled distractedly, taking a moment to scratch OinkOink’s head before he closed the door behind me. He gave me another reassuring smile that essentially told me to stop worrying over useless things. “My Elder is looking out for me, Teacup. Unfortunately, if that means scaring you into giving your soul to me, then it’s not beneath him to do so.”
Sloth’s ominous words replayed in my mind and I couldn’t shake them away as a baseless threat.
“But his voice was authentic when he said it. It sounded so real.” Then, I slowly added, “And his eyes were really scary. I don’t think he was lying to me. The feeling I got was too potent. I think there might be something to what he was trying to tell me—”
“Okay, Gracie, in all honesty,” Eclipse reasoned logically, interrupting me while OinkOink continued to paw at our heels, begging for our attention. “If, by some random chance, I knew something that would help me convince you to give me your soul, thereby allowing me the opportunity to turn you into a Demon, do you not think I would have used it already to persuade you?” 
“But you kept the truth about me dying at twenty-one from me for a while,” I reasoned out loud, growing tired of OinkOink twitching on the floor like a maggot. I bent down to scoop him up into my arms. The little oversized rat barked in happiness at this gesture, ceased with his annoying convulsing, and lovingly nuzzled against my chest. Once OinkOink stilled in my arms, I averted my full attention to Eclipse. I stood up and harshly added, “And you’re a habitual liar. I wouldn’t trust you as far as I can throw you, and I doubt I can even lift you.”
He frowned, offended by the last comment I made about not trusting him. Instead of commenting on that, he decided to respond to my previous statement. 
“I kept your impending death from you only because I was under the impression that I could still convince you with persuasion tactics as opposed to scaring you into submission. After a couple of days of you refusing, I would’ve brought out the big guns and told you about your death sooner or later. That said, you shouldn’t attach any ‘honorable’ accolades to that.”
I remained unconvinced.
He laughed at the uncertainty on my face. His eyes scrutinized me for a second before he asked, “Teacup, do you in all honesty believe that I’m considerate enough to put you before me, that your well-being supersedes mine? Do you really think I have the temperament to be selfless and considerate to someone else’s needs instead of my own?”
He got me there.
“That’s true,” I agreed thoughtfully. “You’re a habitual liar, but you’re also pretty selfish too. You wouldn’t protect me from the truth, especially if it meant that scaring me into submission would only benefit you.” I blew out a breath, shaking my head when Sloth and his bullshit “ominous” words replayed in my mind. “That big jerk,” I muttered, unknowingly pinching OinkOink in anger. I was so pissed off at that skinny, bronze-eyed Demon that I didn’t realize I was hurting my own puppy until OinkOink whined in pain. I stopped pinching him immediately and then commented, “I can’t believe he lied to me.”
“Did you expect any less from a Demon who is my older brother?” Eclipse remarked, playfully kissing OinkOink in the area where I accidentally pinched him. He sighed, straightening up. “Do not be too bitter with him. He was just looking out for me.”
“That still doesn’t mean what he did was right,” I told him before a more important thought came across my mind. “So what do we do about my soul then?” 
Screw shit-talking about Sloth. I still had a missing piece of my soul that I needed to find. 
I peered at Eclipse with uncertainty. The enormity of something stealing a piece of my soul sent chills to spread over my body. “H-how are we going to find the one who stole it?”
I could feel the trepidation creep up my spine as I thought about who might be powerful enough to steal a part of my soul. I couldn’t imagine what had happened when I was six. As Sloth mentioned, only an extremely powerful entity could do something like that. It couldn’t be an accident that it was my soul that was stolen and that my particular memory from that night was darkened. Whatever we were dealing with, I knew it was something big. Who would only want a part of my soul?
“We have to find out what happened that night,” Eclipse answered, confirming what I had already deduced when we were with Sloth. 
My eyes enlarged. “You want to go to Serenity right now?”
“We will go to Serenity soon enough,” he answered, cooling my engines, “but before we go, there is another place they took you to that night.”
My blood froze when I grasped what he was referring to. I shook inwardly, terrified of his unspoken suggestion.
No. 
I did not want to go back there.
I swallowed tightly, staring at him with the color draining from my face. “Do we really have to go there?”
His gaze on me was gentle. “We need answers, Gracie. Your hometown and this place are the only two places that will give us the answers we’re looking for.” He tilted his head at me. “Can you really risk not finding something that could be crucial towards finding a piece of your missing soul just because you’re afraid?” 
I bit my lips, dreading everything. And because I dreaded it so much, I knew that it must mean that there was something crucial that we would find at this godforsaken place. The only way to know for sure was to combat my fears and confront everything that made me so afraid. 
So with my heart in my throat, I slowly nodded at Eclipse, agreeing to return to the one place that continued to give me nightmares well into my adult years.
The police station. 
I was heading back to Seoul’s Police Station.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"And Heaven's mighty walls will begin its collapse."

28: Grace Hwang
 
Growing up, there were few things in life that fazed me.
I had always been a self-sufficient child. I did not require pampering, nor did I require supervision of any kind. Apart from a fear of heights, I was never afraid of spiders, ghosts, monsters, or any of the typical things that children usually feared when they closed their eyes and attempted to fall asleep at night. I wasn’t fazed by much growing up, but that didn’t mean I was completely fearless.  
The attack that took place at Seoul’s Police Station a little over fifteen years ago had done its job in traumatizing me indefinitely. You never forget the night where a police officer wrapped his hands around your neck—the night when your six-year-old self thought she was going to die. I still remember the terror I experienced and that trauma translated well into my adult years. It goes without saying that I was more than scared for my life the following night after we broke into the police station . . . 
I had just finished up school earlier in the evening, and though I had been dreading our visit to the police station the whole day, I knew this place was unavoidable for me. If I really wanted my soul back, then I was going to have to suck it up. And that was exactly what I did when Eclipse picked me up from school to begin our exploration. 
Just like me, he was dressed in all black to blend in with the night. He resembled a thief in the darkness and sadly, with my all black attire, so did I. Cold sweat formed on my forehead as we inched closer to the intimidating and brightly lit police station. All my muscles were tense with anxiety. I was tempted to make a run for it and call it a night, but Eclipse caught me in time and dragged me into the police station with him, assuring me that he would handle everything. 
True to his words, he did handle everything. 
Utilizing his demonic powers, Eclipse hypnotized the guards up front. He told them that we were only figments of their imagination and that once we left, they would never remember us again. After he did this, he also deactivated the surveillance cameras so that we would be completely invisible to anyone monitoring the station. 
Admittedly, I was very freaked out to see Eclipse use his powers of mind-control. It made me think of all the possible things he could mind-control me into doing. It already took monumental effort to resist him when he was just using his natural persuasion skills. I didn’t think I would have the mental capacity to resist if he ever chose to use his powers on me. 
“You don’t have to worry, Gracie,” he assured me once he saw me inching away from him in apprehension. He gave out an amused chuckle while the smoke flowed from his cigarette. “This power is something I rarely use because it takes up too much energy to mess with someone’s memories. It only works on weak-willed individuals so it’s not always a guarantee that it would work. We just got lucky tonight, but because it took so much power out of me, we’re going to have to do everything manually from this point on.” 
“Y-you’ve never mind-controlled me, have you?” I stammered, gaping at him wide-eyed. 
A quirk of a smile graced his lips as we walked down the corridor of the brightly lit station. 
“It’s no fun to mind-control a girl,” he murmured, his eyes teasing before he kicked open the door to a backroom with ease. He smirked darkly, inclining his head for me to go in first. “It’s more fun to see them lose control on their own accord,” was all that he whispered into my ear as I made a move to get past him.
My eyes expanded exponentially at what was being insinuated. Attempting to ignore the sexual innuendo behind his statement, I vigilantly backed away from the sexy Demon and dashed down the stairs like a spooked little mouse. After I ordered an amused Eclipse to stop hitting on me and to concentrate on the task at hand, we began our search in the dark room. 
According to Eclipse, we were only looking for one thing: the video recording of my interrogation from that night.
“You know, you could just ask me what took place that night. I may not remember much about my entire past, but I have a surprisingly good memory of what happened in that interrogation room,” I told him moments later, my nose getting stuffy from all the dust. We had been rifling through the video archives for what felt like hours and hadn’t found anything. I was beginning to get restless. I was already afraid of simply being here. I didn’t appreciate elongating my time here because of a damn videotape.
“I appreciate the offer, Gracie,” Eclipse declined, his eyes inspecting the labels of every dusty videotape that he came across. His cigarette hung from his mouth while he spoke to me. “But it is crucial that we find the videotape. Once we find it, you’ll understand why we need the physical recording of the tape.”
“You can’t just use your demonic powers to make the tape appear?” 
“I can only use my powers sparingly,” he replied distractedly, now rifling through the upper shelves. “I’ve already wasted a lot of energy these past couple of days as it is. There’s no point in wasting what’s left of my powers. If we can cut the loss and manually search for the tape ourselves, then we’ll do it.” 
I was kneeling on the floor, searching through the bottom shelves when I looked up to respond to him. All coherent thoughts evaporated from my mind the moment I caught sight of his perfectly sculpted behind. 
Oh my flying pigs . . . 
Eclipse was still innocently searching through the tapes, unaware of my eyes growing wide on his delectable butt. All of a sudden, I felt like one of the many perverted girls at my school taking advantage of him and looking at him like he was a piece of meat. 
Damn it, Grace! Look away! my inner self shouted in a fit of hysteria. Stop staring at his cute butt!  
Unfortunately for me, my short-lived flirtation with depravity was made public not only by the blood that was starting to come out of my nose, but also by Eclipse himself.
“If you give me your soul, then it’s all yours, Teacup,” he said briskly, his back still turned to me. The cigarette smoke hovered around aimlessly as though to mock me.
“Who says I want it?” was my swift and self-incriminating reply. 
Eclipse turned, smiling devilishly at me. With the grace of a tiger, he strolled over to me and sat down beside me. His enticing eyes lured mine in. 
“So you weren’t admiring my backside a second ago?” he said casually, that sexy lilt dancing in his voice again. 
I feigned offense while attempting to hide my embarrassing nosebleed. “Of course not, what kind of girl do you think I am?”
He caught my gaze and held it, almost coaxing me into drowning in the soft pools that were his brilliant brown eyes. After several beats of silence, he softly said, “If I was in my original state of power, and if you could handle what I want to give you, then it would be my pleasure to assuage any desires you may have. You may feel pathetic with your nosebleeds, but know that you can never feel more pathetic than me. The great Demon of Lust has to resort to merely using juvenile flirting and teasing tactics as opposed to throwing you into bed and giving you the time of your life.” 
He shook his head self-mockingly. 
“You have no idea how far I’ve fallen,” he said quietly before turning to me and giving me one of the most breathtaking smiles I had ever seen. There was hope in his eyes, trust that when the right time arose, I’d make the right decision that would save him from his pitiful state. “You better be worth it, Teacup.”
Something in the way he said those words touched a sensitive chord within me. Before I could even think, I asked something that seemed out of place, but made every bit of sense to me. 
“How did you fall so far from your throne, Eclipse?”
He gave me a look that was a hybrid between being surprised that I would pose such a question and a look of irony that said he should’ve known I would be astute enough to ask something like this. 
“For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction,” was all the concession he gave me before he raised his hand up. My focus swiveled to the dark rectangular object he held. My eyes blossomed at the sight. I mentally pushed thoughts about my question aside and focused on more important matters.
“You found the tape?” I breathed out, staring unblinkingly at the videotape.
He grinned coolly in confirmation. “You ready?”
I assessed him and then the tape. “You’ll show me why we had to scour around like rats to find this in the first place?”
He nodded, carefully pulling me up with him. “We had to use manual labor to find this tape, but I plan on shelling out a portion of my powers to actually watch it.”
Curiosity piqued in my eyes. “What do you mean?”
He tipped his head sideways towards the TV-VCR combo television in the back corner of the room. “You’ll see in a bit.”
My nerves felt frayed when I followed him. With bated breath, I watched him stick the tape into the VCR outlet. The machine made soft, mechanical whirring noises while it adjusted the tape within it. The TV screen stayed blue for the longest time as it waited for its predecessor to prepare itself. Once the tape settled in, the screen flickered into an intelligible video recording.
Instantaneously, the memory that had replayed itself in my mind for as long as I could remember—one of the most important memories of my life—came to life for me within the confines of a television screen.
How surreal it felt to be watching the very thing that had been haunting me for so many years . . . 
Disorientation assaulted my mind at the mere sight of this video recording. Even physically, just reliving something as horrid as this memory was taxing for me. 
Wonderful. 
My body was giving itself vertigo—that was how much I dreaded everything that was happening. The wooziness was exacerbating within me when Eclipse turned to me and extended his hand out, his eyes motioning for me to take his hold. It took me a second to register what he was doing. I stared at his outthrust hand for a few moments.
As a response, he smiled, raising his hand a bit higher as if to silently say, “You’ll see.” 
Exhaling past the anxiety in my chest, I mindlessly did as I was gestured to do. Despite my own apprehension, I knew that he was going to show me exactly why he insisted on the physical tape. It was an invitation I couldn’t deny, no matter how much I feared finding out the answer. 
Whish.
As soon as I touched his hand, a wave of air swam around me. Next thing I knew, instead of standing in the backroom of the police station, we were standing behind the two-way glass that sealed the police observation room from the interrogation room. The only source of light in the room was a battery-powered lamp sitting atop a black desk. Its flickering glow barely illuminated the room, only giving us enough light to see our own front hands. 
I gasped when I registered what was happening. 
We were actually in the scene of the video. 
This can’t be happening.
Familiar chills overcame me as my astounded eyes peered through the two-way mirror. I could vaguely see Officer Joo’s back, I could barely make out my lawyer sitting beside me, and I could scarcely see anything else in that faintly lit room. The only thing that caught my undivided attention was the six-year-old girl sitting in the chair, completely oblivious to my presence. 
My six-year-old counterpart. 
In spite of all the unnatural things that I had seen as of late, it was incredibly unnerving to stand there, staring at the younger version of myself and watching as she lived and breathed like she was any other living being. 
“How . . .” I managed to begin, feeling a mixture of awe and chills. My eyes were still firmly solidified on her. “How is this possible?”
“Have you heard the saying that when you take a picture, it steals a part of your soul?”
“Isn’t that a Native American superstition?”
“Among others,” he replied sagely, staring at six-year-old Grace as well. “Regardless of where that superstition originated from, you should know that they have valid reasons for believing it.”
I turned to him, another bout of curiosity making a home within me. 
“I thought souls, for the most part, were unbreakable?” 
“They are. But they do leave markings behind—fingerprints, so-to-speak. When something captures your reflection, it captures a mirror image of your soul as well. Though I would have to debunk the belief that a soul can be trapped within a photo, you should know that a soul is a very powerful thing. However much it doesn’t break apart, it does leave a lingering scent of itself behind. In pictures alone, you seal a memory, a moment in time for someone’s soul. But in a video recording, you don’t merely seal a moment in time, you seal several moments in time. This in turn means that you seal more of the soul’s residual power within it.” 
“Like a cartoon drawing,” I supplied, catching onto what he was explaining to me. “You may have one picture, but when you flip through the cartoon strips, these individual pictures come alive. They begin to live for you.”
He nodded. The smoke swam from his lips as he continued to speak. “This is why we’re standing here, reliving everything. This is your memory—your soul’s memory coming alive for us. If we go by the recap of your memories, then my power will not work because I will not be able to call forth your soul’s essence. The process of calling forth a soul’s memories is a very tricky one. One needs the videotape that holds the essence of the soul, one needs to be in the exact location where the recording took place, and one needs to exert the right amount of power to get it to work. Only when these conditions are met can we have a real life interrogation with the memory itself.”
With my eyes still on my six-year-old self, I furrowed my brows at his strange words. “What do you mean ‘a real life interrogation’ with the memory itself?”
“You wanted to know why we had to scour around like rats to find this tape,” he began as a cold draft came into the room. He dabbed his cigarette out and discarded it into the nearby trashcan. “This is why.”
As soon as he said this, the eyes of my six-year-old self started to dim. Then, when I heard Eclipse snap his fingers, the scene playing out in front of me paused midway—the characters frozen like statues in their positions. I was already baffled with what was happening, but I felt my bewilderment increase when I blinked and registered that my six-year-old self was no longer sitting in the chair within the interrogation room. 
She was gone. 
Whish.
Another brush of cold air came over me before I felt the presence of another in the observation room. My blood seemed to have stopped flowing after I spun around and saw her.
Standing before us, with her white dress dancing gently against her legs from the residual wind, was my six-year-old self. Her tied-up pigtails were swaying from side to side before the draft of air dissolved like quicksilver. Her tiny feet had mud and blood caked onto the skin, making her appear so much smaller and more haunting than she already was. What threw me off wasn’t the fact that she was breathing in the same air as me; it was the fact that she was staring back at me.
Her sparkly brown eyes assessed me quietly, her beguiling gaze thoughtful but empty of emotions. Though she said nothing, I knew she found immense interest in my presence—in my existence. She then veered her attention to Eclipse. The vacant expression that clouded her face evaporated when she set her gaze on him. Her already beautiful honey-brown eyes sparkled to life at the sight of him. 
“Hi,” she said quietly, her fingers nervously playing with one another. She smiled shyly at him, her eyes lighting up like stars in the night. You could tell six-year-old Grace loved Eclipse, and she made no effort to hide it. If one’s eyes could tell a story then hers said it all: she couldn’t believe she was staring at someone so beautiful and so utterly magnificent. 
I would have found this entire scene endearing if I wasn’t still so stunned that my six-year-old self was actually addressing us. She was actually speaking to us. 
Holy crap, my life is getting stranger and stranger by the minute. 
Feeling as if I was falling deeper into the depths of insanity, I could only gape at her in stricken silence. 
She bit her lips uneasily, her eyes blinking at me in confusion. She was, no doubt, wondering why I was staring at her so strangely. 
“Are you okay?” she asked anxiously, causing me to become more shocked now that she was addressing me personally.
Having a better handle on the situation than me, Eclipse smiled at little Grace. He walked slightly past me and crouched down to speak to her. 
“Hi Gracie,” he greeted warmly, giving her one of his most captivating smiles. He easily lured her attention away from me. “How are you?”
She smiled shyly at him again, completely lost in her own adoration. She turned to me, her eyes teeming with elation. Without filter, she asked me a question that nearly had me keeling over in astonishment. 
“Is he our boyfriend?”
“Our?” I was flabbergasted that she knew that I was her. I was so stunned that I was unable to do anything but continue to gawk at her in amazement.
Little Gracie may have been small in physical stature, but her mind and her way of communicating were so much more advanced than regular six-year-olds. Her high level of intelligence was not only evident in the manner that she spoke, but also in the energy that radiated from her. However logical she was, she was also open-minded. She wasn’t freaked out by me in the least bit while I, the adult, was more than creeped out by her. 
It was only in that instant did I fully grasp how powerful a soul was. After fifteen years of being nothing but a “fingerprint” within a video recording, the lingering scent of my soul was still powerful enough to outlive time and exist past its life cycle. If the mere fingerprint of a soul was this powerful, then I couldn’t imagine how powerful an entire soul actually was. I had always treasured my soul, and with this revelation, I couldn’t have treasured it more. How could I ever give up something this powerful? 
“Gracie,” Eclipse prompted gently, surprised as well with the deduction skills of my six-year-old self. “You know that she’s you?”
Little Gracie nodded before holding up her left wrist and showcasing her gold bangles as evidence for her conjecture. The bangles were a little bigger on her small wrist than mine, but the resemblance was irrefutable. Afterwards, she pointed her small index finger at the little beauty mark on her—our—left cheek. 
“You’re really, really pretty,” she complimented, her doe-like eyes proud that she would one day grow up to be me. 
It would be a lie if I said that her assessment didn’t boost my confidence. As we grow older, we rarely compliment ourselves. I took it to heart that my six-year-old self thought I was “pretty.” Our toughest critics were usually ourselves and I was pleased that I was able to impress my own toughest critic. 
“So are you,” I told her. Just as she was in awe of my presence, I was also in awe of hers. Not to toot my own horn but, minus the creepy bloodstains on my white dress, I was a really cute kid. I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of the situation, feeling a bit more comfortable with the surreal circumstances. We gave a new meaning to the term “self-absorbed.” 
Pleased with my reply, she turned back to Eclipse, her adoring eyes growing even more potent. Yes, even in the face of meeting her future self, little Gracie’s main focus was on the gorgeous creature in front of her. She smiled shyly at Eclipse again, her face glowing brighter and brighter with her endearment for him. 
She tilted her head at him, her curly pigtails falling to one side of her head. “Are you my boyfriend?”
A beautiful chuckle escaped from his lips. Eclipse’s eyes beamed in amusement. “Do you want me to be?”
Before little Gracie could make my thoughts transparent, I moved forward and interrupted them. “Okay, let’s get back to the point of why we’re here, shall we?” 
There was no way in hell I was going to give Eclipse the opportunity to get a confirmation from me, even from my younger counterpart, that I was superficial enough to want him as a boyfriend.
Eclipse chuckled at me, smiling devilishly before turning back to little Gracie. He took in her overall appearance. In a relaxed tone, he asked, “What’s all this on your pretty dress, Gracie?”
“Blood,” she answered indifferently, blinking innocently at him. 
“Whose blood is it?” 
She uncaringly looked down. “My mommy’s. My daddy’s. My brother’s. My sister’s.”
Eclipse nodded casually. He continued to fish for more tangible information. “How did their blood get onto your dress?”
Little Gracie shrugged, her eyes truly void of emotions and void of knowledge about how all the blood got onto her dress. “I woke up like this.”
Eclipse cocked his head in curiosity. “You don’t remember what happened?”
She bounced her head in concurrence. “I just remember waking up like this. I don’t remember anything else.”
This was when I started to become disturbed by her and her careless answers. I was stunned that she was so indifferent when there was so much blood on her dress. When I was her, I had always viewed myself to be normal—that it was everyone else around me who was abnormal. Now that I was staring at my six-year-old self from an armchair point of view, I couldn’t deny how inhuman she appeared. I wouldn’t exactly say that I was a model citizen on morality, but I had some semblance of humanity. And as it would be shown, little Gracie lacked more humanity than I did, which was saying a lot. 
Eclipse nodded understandably, using his charms to get her to keep talking to him. “Do you remember what you did before you went to sleep then?”
Her eyes went upwards as she thought back. “I drank milk. I brushed my teeth and then I read the Bible with Mommy, Daddy, and my brother and sister.” She laughed, her face illuming at the memory. “Then we opened our Christmas presents. After that, I asked Mommy and Daddy if I could open my birthday presents, but they told me I had to wait until my birthday.”
“The 26th,” Eclipse provided for her.
She nodded proudly, pleased that he knew when her birthday was. 
“Today’s my birthday,” she said to him, happily playing with her gold bangles. “I’m six today.”
Eclipse grinned with endearment. “Happy birthday, Gracie.”
She beamed at him, and he went back to the topic at hand. “I know that you probably don’t want to talk about this so you don’t have to if you don’t want to, but when you woke up, you only stayed in your parents’ room right? You didn’t go outside to your sister’s or brother’s room?”
She nodded. “I was with Mommy and Daddy and then”—she pointed at the frozen Officer Joo behind the two-way mirror—“that nice police officer came in, picked me up, and took me away.”
I felt my stomach churn in uneasiness when she labeled Officer Joo as “nice.” Of course little Gracie would give him that label. She hadn’t been nearly choked to death by him yet. 
“And how did you get here?” Eclipse went on to ask, doing a wonderful job at getting my younger self to sing like a little baby bird to him.
Confusion filled her gaze. She looked like she was having trouble finding the right name for the mode of transportation she took. “It’s not a plane. It’s smaller . . .”
“A helicopter?” I supplied.
Her eyes grew excited. She nodded earnestly as confirmation.
“Why did they take you in a helicopter?” I asked, crouching beside them. I may have recalled every single thing that took place in that interrogation room, but for the most part, the other aspects of the night were nothing but blurred visions to me. I understood now why Eclipse needed to see the physical manifestation of my memory. Nothing could be more accurate than speaking to the soul’s memory. Everything was fresher for her and a thousand times more accurate. “Why not just a car?”
“It was dark everywhere,” she whispered quietly. 
Her response caused Eclipse to furrow his brows quizzically. Getting up, he left me with her while he went to the office table and consulted through the manila folder on it. 
While he did this, I continued to ask her questions. 
“Was it dark at your house too?”
She blinked in confirmation. “Everywhere. Everywhere was dark. It was dark in my house, it was dark outside my house, and it was dark in the sky.” She smiled restlessly. Though she still appeared sweet, I knew the look in her eyes. She didn’t want to answer any more redundant questions. She liked us, but she was also getting tired of us asking such tedious questions.
“I’m bored and it’s my birthday today,” she announced, confirming my suspicions. She held my hands with her own, our gold bangles making soft clinking sounds. I could feel the dried blood on her hands transfer onto mine. She smiled sheepishly at me, looking just like a picture of innocence. “Can you take me home so I can have my cake? I’m hungry and I want to open my presents.”
“I—” 
“They will take you home, Gracie,” Eclipse told her, placing the file back on the table. He stepped closer to us, placing his hands in his pockets with regret in his eyes. Whatever it was that he found in the folder was enough for him. From the expression on his face, I knew that we were done with little Gracie. It was time to send her back. “As much as we’d like to, we can’t take you home.”
Little Gracie’s face fell as sadness brimmed in her eyes. I stood up as she peered at Eclipse with disappointment. “Why can’t you guys take me home?”
“Because we have to go soon,” Eclipse said in a low voice, standing close to me. He smiled expectantly at her, appeasing her disappointment with his charisma. “You understand that, don’t you?”
Gracie smiled, more than affected by his charms. She looked at both of us, her eyes approving. She abruptly frowned when she noticed how stiff I appeared next to him. She stared at him quizzically. It seemed that she had finally put everything together and realized that perhaps Eclipse and I weren’t as romantically involved as she initially thought. 
“Why aren’t you my boyfriend?”
Eclipse laughed while I turned a million shades of red. 
He crouched down in front of her. “Because that Gracie doesn’t like me,” he told her in an entertained voice. 
She scowled at me, her eyes chastising me for daring to ruin a potential future mate for her. She turned back to him. “Really? Because I really like you.”
He laughed again. “Well, I can be pretty exhausting to be around.” A mischievous glint appeared in his eyes. “Do you have any tips for me on how to get on that Gracie’s good side?”
I shook my head, urging her to not say anything. To my dismay, much like the fate of any girl who was utterly smitten with a guy, little Gracie showed no loyalty to me and followed her silly young heart instead. Leaning in, she whispered God knows what into his ear, and with a big smile, Eclipse nodded at her in gratefulness.
“Thank you for the tip, Gracie. I had no idea it was that simple.” He touched one of her curly pigtails before regrettably saying, “Thank you for taking the time to talk to us today. As wonderful as it has been, we have to let you go back in now.”
She looked at us sadly. “Do I really have to go back in?”
I nodded, wishing with all my might that I could keep her here with me, so that I could spare us both the nightmare to come. She may be corrupted, but she didn’t know that she was corrupted. I, on the other hand, knew that I was a terrible person. Despite knowing this, I continued to live with my sadistic tendencies because I was too weak-willed to suffer through to be a good person. However much she disturbed me, in the end, she was better than me because her ignorance was forgivable—mine wasn’t.  
I was torn with wanting to keep my younger self with me, to protect her from everything to come. However, I knew there was no use. She was merely a memory. No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t turn back time and change the past. Little Gracie would suffer under the hands of Officer Joo in just a couple of minutes and there was nothing I could do but relive it with her. 
Little Gracie waved at Eclipse and I, unknowing of what would lie ahead for her.
With one final smile, Eclipse said, “Goodbye, Gracie. I’ll see you again in fifteen years.”
Her eyes smiled at him, its gaze expectant. “Make me happy.”
“I’ll do my best.”
Though she only addressed him, from the look in her eyes, I knew she was stating those words to me as well. 
“Bye, Gracie,” I said quietly, dreading what was to come.
She gave us one final wave and then, like a ghost, she disappeared and returned to the interrogation room. 
The scene on the other side of the glass fell into motion again. 
Unbeknownst to her that she had just spoken to us, the scene continued as the video recording did: Gracie utterly oblivious to having met us or being privy to our existence. 
She was merely a memory again . . .
“The night that you were brought here,” Eclipse began to read from the hand-written police notes in the folder he was looking at earlier, “there was a massive thunderstorm that knocked out most of the electricity in the country. It was said to be one of the biggest storms in the country. There were many floods during that week, and on that particular night, the majority of the country had their electricity knocked out. That was why the police officers from Serenity had to come all the way here. They settled upon Seoul because almost every other city was out of power. Seoul was one of the only convenient and viable candidates to house you for the interrogation.”
“Basically everywhere I went, the lights went out,” I summarized, casting a gaze at the battery-powered lamp while little Gracie’s voice played in the background. She was reciting her side of the story to Officer Joo, who was already beginning to look impatient and aggravated. 
I smiled dryly to myself, staring at her with irony in my eyes. I now understood why Eclipse wanted to meet little Gracie. The piece of information she gave to us was invaluable. 
“You don’t even have to believe in the existence of the paranormal to deduct that something isn’t right about this whole thing,” I muttered out loud.
“Nothing is right about it,” Eclipse agreed in a low voice. He stood close to me as we stared through the two-way mirror. 
Officer Joo was beginning to raise his voice. I could remember this scene like it was yesterday. Though I was on the outside looking in, I also experienced in my mind what it was like to be in that room. I felt the chills run over me when I realized what was coming.
“Then who, Grace?!” Officer Joo began to scream, his voice thundering through the two-way glass. “Who else could’ve been in that house? It was you! Just you, Grace!” 
“Officer Joo! Can’t you see that you’re scaring her? Calm down!”
The nightmare that had haunted me for years began to manifest right before my eyes. I wanted to turn away, but I couldn’t. I just kept staring, watching as fear began to entrench my counterpart’s eyes. 
I wish I could save her; I wish I could protect her. 
Breathing sharply, I could feel Eclipse next to me, his body stiffening in anger. I was aware that he was only controlling himself because he knew it was only a memory—a live videotape. I knew that if he could help it, he would rip Officer Joo apart before he could even touch me. Despite the fact that neither of us could stomach watching little Gracie go through something that would haunt her for the years to come, we knew that our interference would amount to nothing. This memory’s time had passed. There was nothing left to change. 
“Do you have no soul? How could you murder your own family and sit there with such indifference?”
“Ahhhhhhh!”
Boom!
We silently watched as he lunged for her, the desk between them barreling into Gracie at full force. The air was knocked out of her, leaving her to cradle her chest in pain. She tumbled into the air as her chair fell backwards. I could feel my own chest constrict while Eclipse’s jaw clenched when Officer Joo grabbed her tiny neck mid-fall. His iron grip was merciless as he held her prisoner in the air.
It was a painful sight to watch myself in this state. 
Little Gracie was struggling in the air, kicking her small legs in desperation. She helplessly clawed at his hands, doing her best to get him to let go of her. I bit my lips when I saw tears glisten in her eyes. My heart tightened in agony. I remembered that this was the very second when I thought I was going to die.
Whoosh!
Officer Joo was a single pressure away from snapping her neck apart when a sudden big gush of air flew past them. My eyes, along with Eclipse’s, widened in horror at the sight of Officer Joo being pulled away from me . . . without anyone doing the pulling. 
Oh my God.
My heart froze mid-beat once I processed that the police officers that I thought had saved me that night weren’t even inside yet. 
Bam!
They came running in a split second later. 
By this time, my stunned mind was already running in circles from disbelief. If anyone else were watching this video, they would not have thought much of Officer Joo being pulled away from me because it could easily be viewed as him losing his footing. However, because I was in his very grip and because I could feel a force pull him away from me, I knew that I had seen something invaluable in this scene.
Equally as taken aback by this, Eclipse raised his left hand up and, in swift obedience, the live scene on the other side of the glass paused in mid-action, just like a video clip would. He slowly moved his hand to the left as if to rewind it. The scene before us swam in reverse before pausing and then replaying itself when Eclipse brought his hand back down. The live memory played again with Officer Joo choking me, nearly breaking my neck apart when a sudden force pulled him away from me, confirming to both myself and Eclipse that our eyes weren’t playing tricks on us.
“Something pulled him away from you,” Eclipse whispered disbelievingly. He was gobsmacked. The scene continued to move along, but for Eclipse and I, we had already seen all that we needed to see. 
Eclipse faced me, his eyes illuming with dawning realization. Carefully, he asked, “How cold was that room?”
Though I was taken aback by his query, I knew that Eclipse wouldn’t ask unless it was crucial to the puzzle piece he was putting together in his mind.
“Like we were in the middle of Antarctica,” I told him, remembering just how cold my six-year-old self was in my memories. I could also clearly recall the steam rising from our mouths, indicating to everyone how icy cold it was that night. I peered back into the interrogation room. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t see any indication of condensation emitting from our mouths. We were freezing in there, so why didn’t it come out in the video? 
As if reading my thoughts, Eclipse whispered something, an incantation of sorts. Akin to a veil being lifted away, the interrogation room changed at once. Instantaneously, you could now see the warm breath permeating from everyone’s lips, indicating to us how cold the room actually was. From the looks of it, it was freezing in there.
“Whenever a human first encounters an evil entity,” Eclipse explained as newfound chills began to eat at me, “the very human fibers that makes up your existence are more than aware of this, hence the chills it gives you—the warning it provides you.” 
I observed the steam emitting from little Gracie’s lips, my lawyer’s lips, Officer Joo’s lips, and the rest of the officers’ lips. My body shook when I realized an inexplicable and terrifying truth. 
“The chills escaping from all of us means that whatever it was that stole a part of my soul, the first time it came into my life . . . was that night. So while I was being questioned, it means that it was with me all along in that interrogation room.” Fear crept up my spine when I recalled it saving me from Officer Joo. “It came to me that night. It became the direct or indirect reason why I killed my own family, it stole a piece of my soul, and it stayed to . . . protect me?”
“It would seem like it, yes,” Eclipse answered, though his tone sounded uncertain. If anything, he sounded unconvinced. 
I turned to him. I caught on to the uncertain inflection in his voice. “What does all of this mean?” 
“Logically, it would mean that your soul was stolen that very night, basically around the time you killed your family. When the cops came and took you away, the electricity went off all over the country. Only something incredibly powerful could have that type of impact. So with this in mind, it means that whatever it was that stole a part of your soul that night, it ultimately never left you. It followed you into the interrogation room and as it would seem, it was protecting you.”
I assessed his skeptical face. “You don’t seem convinced.”
A frustrated muscle worked in his jaw.
“There’s something not right about this entire scenario,” he finally said, his eyes following after mine. Together, we watched as they picked up my counterpart’s body and took her out of the room. In the background, the rest of the police officers continued to pin Officer Joo down. “A powerful entity stole a piece of your soul, yet instead of leaving after the deed was performed, it decided to follow you all the way to the police station where it proceeded to protect you?” His voice grew grimmer. “There’s something about this whole thing that doesn’t sit well with me. This scenario appears so conflicting and very messy, yet simultaneously cohesive and well-thought out. ” He sighed, looking at me with frustration. He pointed at the interrogation room. “We can’t be rash about trying to make sense of what happened in there. There are too many puzzle pieces, and none of them seem to fit together. Jumping to the wrong conclusions could lead us into a completely wrong direction. At this point, we can’t judge anything until we have all the solid facts in place first.”
“Is there anything you can conclude then?” I asked, seeing Eclipse’s point. 
“Yes,” he replied, giving me a tired expression, “we really need to find out what happened that night in your family home because this entire thing is getting more complicated by the second.”
I gave him a blank, unimpressed look. “Anything less obvious?”
“We are more screwed than before,” he told me bluntly.  
I frowned, bestowing him with another critical look. “Can you conclude anything more concrete?”
“Whatever it was that was with you, it followed you that night. It protected you from death, which means that it still wanted you alive. It isn’t done with you. Unfortunately for both of us, it can almost be guaranteed that whatever it needs you alive for, there is a more sinister and catastrophic motive behind that purpose.” 
I blinked at Eclipse, knowing that he was right. We were definitely more screwed than before. 
“When you guys placed the veil over me, it kept that entity away from me as well, right?”
He nodded, knowing where I was headed with this question.
“If we’re working under the assumption that this entity isn’t done with me, then with the veil covering me, it must mean that it’s looking for me, right? That it’s looking to finish what it started that night?” 
Slowly, Eclipse nodded and I could feel the chills form on my body while uneasiness ate at the core of my soul.
All along, we had been wondering what it was that stole a piece of my soul. We wondered why it only stole a piece and why it took away a specific memory from that night. 
In actuality, the important question that we should have been asking was what haunted me for the rest of the night: If this powerful entity was protecting me, then what did it want to keep me alive for?



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"The Anointed will rise from the depths of the earth . . ."

29: The Anointed
 
After we left the police station, Eclipse took me home before returning to his Kingdom to further research on what or who could have possibly stolen a piece of my soul. Before he left, he told me not to worry about anything coming after me because the veil was still intact. With that assurance, he left me alone with an overly excited OinkOink who was begging me to play with him. 
While I rested in bed and hugged OinkOink against my chest, I reflected upon all the evil that had surrounded my life. I thought over everything I saw tonight and I couldn’t believe that even at that young age, I had some other powerful malevolent entity stalking after me. To make matters worse, it not only owned a piece of my soul, but after the revelations at the police station, Eclipse and I had also come to conclude that there was a good chance this powerful entity was looking for me to finish what it started that night—whatever that may be. 
It would be the understatement of the year to say that I was overwhelmed by all of this. How on earth did my life change so drastically? How was it possible that one human could be surrounded by so much evil? 
Despite these dark musings, a sudden thought illumed in my mind, giving my life hope.
There’s a chance that I could finally be normal again. 
I was so used to waking up every morning despising myself for being so sadistic. I feared that I would spend the rest of my life being a parasite. But now there was a new possibility that I could start over. I was a bad person because a part of my soul had been stolen. If I reclaimed the missing part of my soul, then I could be a good person—an actual human being. I had never woken up with this small hope before and this was enough for me to thank the fates for this blessing. 
Nothing could bring me down—not even the thought of some evil entity coming after me—and this was how I felt throughout the day as I went through the regular motions of life. 
Hell, I even brought OinkOink along because I was in such a good mood. 
I was originally hesitant with bringing him to the library and to dinner with my friends because I was afraid he’d make too much noise. I took a chance and luckily OinkOink was the best well-trained puppy I could ever ask for. He was obediently quiet throughout the day, napping in my purse while I studied in the library and adorably cute at dinner, running around and doing tricks for the girls when I met up with Dawn and Ara for some sushi. 
It was such a lovely day.
By the time my dinner date was over, I was walking home with OinkOink happily trotting right beside me. He was clearly pleased that instead of being cooped up in the apartment, he was allowed to freely hang out with me all day. 
The night was chilly and slightly foggy, but my warm hooded jacket and jeans made the cold feel bearable. 
Nothing could dampen my mood. 
I was having a fantastic day and was eager to go home so I could do homework, go online, and perhaps enjoy the tranquility of being by myself before Eclipse returned. 
I suppose I was too distracted with good thoughts because as it turned out, I had lost my sense of direction. As though a spell had been lifted from me, I looked uneasily around the quiet block, holding OinkOink close to me. The sushi restaurant was one that I had never been to before. When I checked the directions online, I figured it was close enough to my apartment that I could take a nice stroll to walk off the food I ate. I was beginning to regret my choice of not taking a cab. 
I surveyed the neighborhood I was in again.
Was it just me or did the fog appear to be getting denser and more ominous-looking?
With paranoia growing strong inside me, I took out my cell phone to call myself a cab. An abrupt chill overcame me when I registered that my phone was once again out of battery. The sucky thing was that I had recently charged the phone and hadn’t used it for anything. How was it possible that it was out of battery now? I cursed. I couldn’t believe my luck. How on earth did I wander into this godforsaken place without realizing it? 
My eyes scanned my surroundings. The only company I had were OinkOink, the howling wind, empty buildings, and a strange fog that was seemingly increasing around me. Although I saw no one, I quickly deduced that this must be the area where gangs frequented. I didn’t want to stay and find out if my hypothesis was true. All I knew was that I had to leave at that instant. 
“Arf . . . arf . . .”
I should’ve known something was wrong when OinkOink, as if sensing danger, began to bark softly and hesitantly. I should’ve known something was wrong when he began to shiver uncontrollably, and I should’ve known something was terribly wrong when he abruptly jumped out of my arms and dashed off into the distance without any regard for me. 
“OinkOink!” I shouted, stunned that a puppy that seemed to have adored me so much was running off and abandoning me. “Get back here or I’m going to punch you in the face the next time I see you!” 
Like a pig escaping the slaughterhouse, OinkOink was unstoppable. Instead of turning around and coming back to me as I had anticipated, the oversized rat continued to run off, disappearing around the corner and leaving me completely alone.  
This was why I hated cute furry animals. They had no spines.
Shit, I thought again, looking around fretfully. A dreadful knot formed in my stomach. I was already feeling scared with OinkOink keeping me company and now without him, I was terrified. 
Out, my gut instincts instructed me in vigilance. Get the hell out of here now!

I was about to go into full panic mode and run off when I spotted a woman I recognized in the laundromat across the street. I squinted my eyes, trying to make sure I was seeing correctly. 
Mrs. Lee?
Sure enough, it was Mrs. Lee—Sony’s mom. The fear I felt vacated slightly as soon as I saw a familiar face. 
I knew that Mrs. Lee worked at a laundromat in the city, but I had no idea where. I couldn’t be more relieved to see her in an area I found so eerie. However relieved I was to see her, her presence wasn’t enough to overshadow the gut instincts ravaging me—the instincts that were telling me to leave this place. I was excited to see her and I enjoyed her company, yes, but she wasn’t important enough for me to risk being around here any longer. I still had to leave. 
I continued along, hell-bent on leaving this neighborhood until I heard a loud slap and an earsplitting scream that had me halting in my tracks.
“Did you think I wasn’t going to find you, you whore?! Huh? You think you can run away and I won’t be able to find you?!”
Another thunderous slap echoed into the night. 
Realization blossomed in my eyes. I wheeled around and saw that there was a man, who was wearing a white shirt and jeans, in the empty and dim laundromat with her. My eyes widened even more when I realized who this man must be. 
Her husband.
The one she left, the one who abused her and Sony, the one she and Sony were so deathly afraid of; he had found her.
I didn’t know what got into me—usually, I couldn’t care less about helping anyone. Against my better judgment, I thought about how much I enjoyed Mrs. Lee’s company. Although I reveled in her misery, I didn’t want anything to happen to her because I genuinely liked and admired her as a person. Plus, I considered Sony. What about Sony? What would happen to him if anything were to happen to his mother? And when that didn’t convince me enough, I thought about myself. What if I got my entire soul back and I become guilt-stricken with everything that went on here? Could I live with that? 
My own well-being in the near future was enough to convince me to save her. I couldn’t risk anything that would make me miserable in the future, especially not when I could do something about it.
With that resolution, I lifted the hood of my jacket to hide my face and identity. I abandoned all pretenses about being smart and not getting involved in something that obviously had nothing to do with me. Then, I enacted one of the most stupid decisions I could ever make in my life: I risked my life to save someone else’s. 
Idiotically, I bulldozed into the dark laundromat like a blind bull, frantically grabbed the first decorative vase I spotted, and ran over to them. He had just finished slapping her and was now raising a large butcher knife in the air. Below him, Mrs. Lee huddled in the corner, crying in horror. The knife glimmered in the darkness, acting as the catalyst to convince me to do what I was about to do.
“You worthless bitch! I’ll show you! I’ll show you—Argh!”
Crack! 
With all the strength I had, I slammed the vase against the back of his skull. On impact, the vase shattered to pieces, causing the man to fall forward with an anguished scream. 
Bam!
Once he was down, I made sure to seal the deal on the assault by roughly kicking one of the doors to the dryer. The thick glass pummeled against his nose, breaking it with a soft crack and violently sandwiching his skull against the wall. Another blood-curdling scream poured from him while he held his head and convulsed in agony.  
“Run! Run!” I shouted, faking a deep voice at Mrs. Lee, trying my best to blend in with the shadows so she wouldn’t know it was me. It was obvious that I was a girl faking a deep manly voice, but regardless of such blatancy, my only concern was making sure that she wouldn’t recognize me. I didn’t want to deal with her thanking me and all that time-wasting crap. I just wanted her to get the fuck out so that I could get the fuck out too. 
“Run! Call the police and just run!”
She did as she was told. As she ran, I bequeathed one final kick to her husband’s head to keep him down so that she could get a long head start. After she was out, I followed suit and attempted to make my escape. 
Regrettably, my fate was not as simple as hers. 
“Ahhhh!”
I felt a pair of hands enclose around my ankles, holding me tight just as I was about to take off. Unable to fight against the iron-grip, I fell forward, my jaw connecting with the edge of a nearby counter with brutal force. 
Bam!
A suffusion of pain detonated within all the nerves in my body. I crashed down onto the tiles, my skin becoming etched with broken glass from the vase I smashed. 
“Ugh . . .” I groaned, quivering relentlessly. Agony ripped through me, leaving me paralyzed for an excruciating moment.
“You fucking bitch!” I could hear him scream from behind me. 
Every inch of my survival instincts came to life. I fought through the paralyzing pain and continued with my efforts to make my escape. With concentrated effort, I lifted my leg towards the sound of the voice and kicked him across the cheek with my five-inch stiletto heels, nearly puncturing a hole in his face. 
“Augh! Fuck!”
His screams ricocheted off the walls and I used this opportunity to force myself up. Breathing heavily, I dashed out of the laundromat with all the strength I had. I took off in the opposite direction that Mrs. Lee ran in. 
Even then, I didn’t want to lead that bastard close to her . . . 
Regret began to deluge over me as I ran for my life. 
Oh God, oh God. Why did I do this? Why did I even help her?
Nothing but fear cloaked my eyes as I abandoned my heels and continued to run down the desolate block, the throbbing within my body slowing me down and the panic within me causing me to go insane. There was only one other time where I felt this much fear for my life and that was when Officer Joo nearly choked me to death. I recalled the horror I felt then and choked back a sob as I continued to run, stabbing my bare feet over the puddles of water on the street. 
Why? I yelled at myself, hating that it was my own fault that I was in this position. Why was I such an idiot? Why was I so stupid to risk my life to save someone else’s? I should’ve left her to die. I should’ve left her to die instead of trying to be a good person and save her. Now, for my momentary lapse in judgment, I was left all alone, completely and utterly alone with no one in sight to help me. 
“Eclipse!” I started to sob out, even though I clearly recalled him telling me that he could only appear in places where he think I’d be. I was so far off from the typical places I frequented that I knew that he could never appear here to help me. Despite this knowledge, I couldn’t help but call out his name because it was the only thing that gave me some semblance of comfort. It was the only thing that gave me hope in the face of all the terror that was plaguing me. 
“Eclips—Ahh!”
Bam!
Before being given a chance to further scream out Eclipse’s name, the man tackled me from behind. He used the full weight of his heavy-set body to roughly slam me against a rusty black car that was parked on the street. The side of my head made a dent against the metal, causing an eruption of pain inside my skull. I was rendered helpless as my legs buckled and I plunged to the ground with a loud thud. 
As I lay on the cold asphalt, my skull feeling as if it was about to split open, I could feel the weight of his body on my back, holding me captive underneath him. The pungent smell of alcohol attacked my nostrils, making me more aware of the perversion coursing out of him. I could feel his disgusting eyes roam over my quivering body. 
“You stupid bitch,” his deep, raspy voice taunted. His revolting fingers began to run up my jean-clad legs, fondling me and causing me to shudder in revulsion. “You trying to be a hero?” A cruel and sickening smile threaded his voice. “I’ll show you what kind of hero you are.”
He tugged at my wrist and attempted to pick me up to no doubt drag me into a dark corner and rape me before officially killing me. At that realization, I could feel another surge of survival instincts flood through me. No.
I wasn’t going to go down like this.
No way in hell. I didn’t care that I wasn’t a martial arts expert, I didn’t care that I wasn’t the strongest girl in the world, and I didn’t care that I was fighting a losing battle. As far as I was concerned, I had two hands, two legs, and a brain—I wasn’t going down without a fight.
“Get away from me!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. I whipped around without warning and clamped my mouth over the hand that held my wrist. My teeth buried into the meat of his skin.  
“Ahhhh!”
I did not hold back. With all the force I could generate, I bit down even harder. 
My teeth punctured through his flesh, causing him to scream while I tasted his blood. His grip on me loosened substantially, and I started to do everything that I could to fight him off. I wiggled uncontrollably, punched him, elbowed him, and kneed him repeatedly—basically anything and everything I could do to defend myself. When I was finally able to unhook my wrist from his grasp, I lifted my hand and plunged my perfectly manicured fingernails into his eyes, causing him to cover them with an anguished scream. 
Finally.
With my frightened heart pounding profusely against my constricted chest, I gathered all the remaining strength I had once I was finally free of him. I picked up my feet and was ready to make my escape when—
Slash!
Something cold and sharp made contact with the flesh of my back. The razor sharp blade cut through the meat of my body like fabric, causing me to tumble almost lifelessly to the ground.
Boom!
“Augh . . .”
Paralyzed from head to toe, nothing but pain ravaged me as I laid on the damp road. The wound behind me was so long and big that I could feel the cold draft swim in and chafe the fragile meat and bones buried deep under my skin. I couldn’t even make a sound because the sensation was so unbearable.
Bam!
“Augh!”
I wasn’t given a moment of reprieve when a strong boot connected with my ribcage, sending me flying onto my back.
Swallowing past the pain, it took all the strength I had to open my tired eyes to stare up at my attacker. He was towering over me now, like a monster in the night. Blood spilled from the areas around his eyes where I attacked him. He was angry. He was so angry at me and at all the plans that I had foiled for him. I knew then that he was done with me—he wasn’t going to let me live any longer. 
“Please,” I breathed out desperately, looking at him with tears shrouding my eyes. “Please don’t.”
His reply was merely a cold, emotionless smile that told me he was beyond human emotions. He was simply a sadistic man who was about to perform one of the most unforgivable acts a human being could bestow upon another human being.
He was going to kill me. 
Slowly and very painfully . . . he was going to kill me.
A haunting thought came into my woozy mind in this excruciating state: this was how my family must’ve felt when I stabbed them—when I killed them. This was the fear they felt, the agony they experienced, the injustice they were faced with when a heartless monster stole their lives from them. Tonight, whether it was coincidence or destiny, I was going to suffer, just as I made my family suffer before they died.
I closed my eyes briefly, willing myself to stop thinking about my family, their death, and my biggest sin in life. What use was it to think about their death when mine was just around the corner? At this rationale, I pushed the blasphemous thoughts aside and went back to the only thing that mattered in my life: me, my own well-being, and the monster that was threatening my very existence.
I opened my eyes again and stared up helplessly, knowledge embedded in my eyes for I knew what was coming for me.
Death.
I watched him grip the long butcher knife and raise it in the air. The blade continued to drip with the blood he had slashed from my back moments prior. The silver knife twinkled under the illumination of the moon suspended above us, its glint taunting me and my helpless state. Then, just as I felt the first raindrop of the evening descend onto my eyelid, as if shedding tears for me, the man plunged his knife down towards my hyperventilating chest and—
“Ugh!”
I gasped.  
The pain that consumed me was unlike anything I had ever experienced. The razor-sharp tip of the knife stabbed through my chest, its cold and ravenous blade eating away at the flesh of my body. It slid down to a hilt before it was roughly pulled back out, leaving behind nothing but excruciating agony. I thought I was in pain before, but it was nothing compared to what I was currently feeling.
The gaping hole in the middle of my chest was exposed, the iciness of the drizzling rain streaming into the wound and reminding me, with every cold drip, how much pain I was in. It was so excruciating that I couldn’t even gather the strength to scream. I had no more energy to do anything but feel the unshed tears gather in my eyes. The pain became all-consuming. 
It hurts to even breathe . . . 
And the man wouldn’t stop.
As the rain began to pour relentlessly from the Heavens above and as my soft and pained breathing filtered into the cold air, he raised the knife again. He smiled sadistically at me, his eyes unblinking with diabolical rage. 
Then—
“Ugh!” 
The second stab to my chest caused me to lurch my body up like I was caught in a wave. Tears escaped from the corner of my eyes before the third stab came to my stomach, leaving me to gasp at the most unbearable of agonies. Again and again he would stab, and again and again, I could feel the cold metal slicing apart the flesh of my body, the blade hitting and scraping my bones each time. With every stab, I could feel my blood stream out, mating with the rain and chorusing after my hoarse breathing. Nothing but torture pillaged the nerves on my petite body. 
At that moment, I wanted to die.
I wanted to die so that I could no longer feel pain; I wanted to die so that I no longer had to suffer through this torture. 
Please let me die, I willed my body, telling it to stop fighting so that I could be relieved from all this misery. Please let me die.
My vision became hazier as the blood continued to seep from my body. From this, I knew that death was coming for me soon.
Boom!
As I began to feel my own life drift away from me, a loud clap of thunder suddenly resonated from the dark skies. At that same second, I could feel the earth beneath me begin to shake subtly. From the corner of my eye, I vaguely saw my blood mixing with rainwater. It streaked across the cement and dripped into the drain storms. Above us, rain continued to torrent down like a monsoon. I looked around and I could feel terror creep into me because even in my dying state, I could have sworn that my mind wasn’t playing tricks on me. 
The ground . . . it was really beginning to shake.
Unbeknownst to him about what was happening, Sony’s dad came into view, his shirt and face completely covered with splatters of my blood. Even the rain wasn’t powerful enough to wash it down. 
With a vicious smile, as if to silently say, “You should’ve minded your own business,” he lifted my left hand up. I knew that before leaving me for dead, he wanted to take my gold bangles away from me. When he saw that there was no clasp to release the bangles from my possession, he lifted the bloodied butcher knife with his other hand. Without any regard to the fact that I was still breathing beneath him, he began to saw the knife over my wrist, hell-bent on cutting my entire hand off just to get my bangles. 
“Auuuuugh . . .”
I heaved painfully for air, trembling when the merciless knife began sawing my flesh and bone. I could feel the darkness begin to shroud over me, to finally take me away from all this despair. Peace was just on the horizon until I heard something that had me feeling more awake than I’d like to feel.
Sounds of water bubbling. 
Sounds of water . . . boiling?
Clearly hearing the same sound, Sony’s dad ceased his sawing. His focused shifted to the side where the boiling sound originated. Whatever he saw unnerved him greatly because I could see his pupils enlarge in utter panic. 
Shadowing after his gaze, I tilted my head slightly over the rain-strewn road. Bewilderment greeted my eyes when I saw that in the large circumference area around us—all the area that was mixed with my blood—there was steam rising out of it. Yet, what baffled me more was what occurred beneath the steam: boiling water. 
It wasn’t my imagination. 
The water was actually boiling.
Pop.
Pop.
Pop.
It first started off in the far border of the circle, then the boiling began to move in closer—the sound becoming stronger and the boiling becoming more potent. 
Pop.
Pop.
Pop.
As if the heat had been turned up in the earth’s furnace, the big circular puddle around us was now bubbling like volcanic lava. All the while as this took place, the streetlights started flickering ominously.
I had never seen anything like this in my life.
The massive boiling water moved in closer and closer to my body until—
“Ahhhhhhh!”
I whipped my head towards Sony’s dad after I heard him scream. 
The shock left me stupefied when I saw that steam had started to ascend from the splatters of blood on his face. 
I gasped, absolutely horrified.
After that, in a sequential order, just as the ground continued to rumble faintly, the blood on his face began to sizzle and burn into his skin. In perfect harmony, the lava-like boiling increased violently while the streetlights continued to flicker furiously. 
Pop.
Pop.
Pop.
Rainwater inflated into bubbles as huge as rhinos before it dissolved and another took its place. Oh God. No matter how afraid I was of what was happening around me, all I could do was look up in horror as Sony’s dad’s screams became more prominent and earsplitting. 
“Ahhhhhhhhhhh!” 
Sizzling mercilessly, the splatters of blood on his face started eating away at the skin. Unable to withstand the pain, he dropped my hand and stumbled backwards. The skin on his face started melting away like he had been splashed with industrial strength acid. The whole time he screamed, all I could do was shake in fear because I could feel the blistering water bubble beneath me, searing into the wounds of my own skin. 
His screams stopped, and when I heard his lifeless body fall on the ground across from mine, I knew that he was either dead, unconscious, or very close to being dead.
I quivered under the rainstorm. My heart palpitated relentlessly, and as a result, my blood started to seep further into the ground. 
Pop.
Pop.
Pop.
The lava-like boiling grew worse in the deserted street around me. It continued to fight against the pouring rain while the popping sounds inundated my hearing. It became so powerful that the fumes from the boiling water, which was mixed with my blood, began to ascend into the air. The fumes maneuvered around each droplet of rain and rose towards the skies like burning incense. Once it appeared as though the strings of smoke had penetrated the clouds in the sky and my boiling blood had trickled into the pits of the earth, something astronomical happened.
Boooooom! 
Violent claps of thunder shook the earth and caused everything around me to vibrate. It felt as though the sky was bellowing in agony while the rumbles from the earth beneath me felt as though it was cheering in excitement. 
At the same time as all this chaos took place, I couldn’t help but cry because I was so afraid. I could no longer feel my body. All I felt was pain. All I felt was fear. 
What . . . what was happening?
It was only when the thundering became more violent and when the rumbling of the world beneath me became stronger that another strange anomaly occurred.
My blood. It all started to stream back to me.
In the far distance of the road, from beneath the soils of the earth, from the pools around me, and from the blood on the man’s body . . . my blood, akin to having a life of its own,
moved together in various sequential lines like snakes. A sense of single-mindedness clouded my blood as each string of steaming blood fought rain and wind to return to me. 
“No . . . no . . .”
I was so afraid that I tried my best to move, to escape from all of this. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t control any part of my paralyzed body. 
Pop.
Pop.
Pop.
Utterly helpless, I could do nothing but lay there as I felt the heat of my own blood begin to slowly rake itself over me. The snake-like crimson liquid slithered beneath me, bubbling powerfully underneath the first stab wound on my back. 
I shook harder, wincing as I felt the sensation of the boiling blood enter my body. Yet, what took me by surprise was that instead of feeling pain, I began to realize that the agony was beginning to dissipate. 
Slowly but surely, as I felt my own blood filter back into my body like elixirs of life, the pain started to numb itself to the point where it became nonexistent. While this transpired, the boiling around me began to die down in concurrence to the “healing” that was taking place within me—hell, even the flickering lights started to become more stable. It reached the point where as soon as all semblance of pain left me, the lights stopped flickering and the boiling stopped completely. The only thing left behind as evidence of its cataclysmic presence was the condensation from the steam. 
The light slowly returned to my once dimmed eyes.
Rain was still pouring heavily, but after the massive lava-like boiling disappeared, the skies stopped screaming as well. And just like the sky, the earth beneath me had stopped rumbling. 
Pretty soon, nothing but silence hung over the world around me.
There were no more sounds of thunder, of water boiling, or of the earth shaking. All I could hear was the howling wind and the falling rain. The desolate street sat quietly in the darkness, behaving as though nothing out of the ordinary had taken place. 
I instinctively raised my left hand up. I looked at my left wrist and felt my eyes expand when I observed that the flesh on my wrist was no longer cut open. The gold bangles glinted under the rain and the moon, proudly displaying itself on my wrist as if nothing had injured it. 
I couldn’t believe my eyes.
What the hell just happened?



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"With a crown of the beginning on his head . . ."

30: Source of Evil
 
Bewildered, I began to frantically touch myself. I touched all the areas where I had been stabbed and with each touch, I felt my heart palpitate in awe because my body felt as good as new. There were no stab wounds, there was no blood, and there was no more pain. I was no longer in agony. 
I was fine. 
I was absolutely fine.   
“Arf! Arf!”
Before I could think of anything else in that stupefied state, I heard familiar whimpering and barking. I caught movements out of the corner of my eye and there OinkOink was, looking just like an innocent white ball of fluff as he bounced over to me. 
He whimpered in concern once he reached me and buried his small face close to my neck. When he wheeled around, I could hear a small growl emit from the little puppy. 
“Arf! Arf! Grrrr . . .”
He barked ferociously, and I knew he was barking at Mr. Lee, whose face was marred beyond recognition. Mr. Lee lay unconscious beside me. He was still breathing, but barely alive.
Splash.
Splash.
Splash.
No later after OinkOink appeared, I heard soft footsteps approach me. 
Then, I saw him. 
Standing before me looking like the Angel of Death in his impeccable Italian black suit, Eclipse stood tall, dwarfing the gargantuan block with his mere presence. Though his powerful stature appeared larger than life, his expression was anything but. The look on his face was pure exhaustion. I suspected that he looked exhausted because he had been looking for me, that he had been trying to get to me. 
His fatigued and troubled eyes locked with mine for a fleeting second before he focused his attention on the haze of condensation that was dying out around me. 
Amazement swelled in his eyes when he took in the sight of everything around us. Though the volcanic-like lavas were gone, the steam was still indicative of its once powerful presence. Eclipse’s observant eyes followed that fog of warm steam as it slowly evaporated into thin air. His gaze then rested carefully on the soils beneath us before his eyes returned to the Heavens above where lightning and thunder continued to clap over the world in anger. The wrath wasn’t as potent as before, but the thunder was still loud and seemingly furious nonetheless.
After a long, pondering silence, he returned his gaze to me. In a simple and quiet voice, he said, “It seems that converting you into a Demon may be a much more difficult task than I could’ve ever dreamed it to be.”
“You . . . you did this, didn’t you?” I mindlessly accused in my weakened state. I was still feeling discombobulated and still trying to gather my bearings. “You sent him to hurt me so I’d give you my soul . . .”
Offended, his eyes rapidly shifted to anger at my accusation. “Do you really think I could do something like this to you?”
I mulled over what he said and shook my head after analytically assessing the situation. Though I wouldn’t trust Eclipse as far as I could throw him, one of the things I understood in the short amount of time I had known him was that he was extremely possessive and very protective.
So far, his attempts at forcing me to give up my soul had been under the realm of pranks and nothing life-threatening. Though it disturbed me that I would use this as a defense for him, I doubted he would take part in anything that would lead to the mutilation of my body. I still remembered how fond he was at the prospect of getting me into bed. I highly doubted he would allow another man to touch me, much less stab me countless times with a butcher knife. 
“Where were you then?” I went on for the sole purpose of weeding him out as a suspect. I had already reached the conclusion that it wasn’t him who caused this, but one couldn’t be too careful with their questions, especially when in the face of the supernatural occurrence I just experienced. “You came right in time when everything ended.”
At my prompt, he simply sighed before bending down beside me. 
Mindful of my fragile state, he slid his arms underneath my back and scooped me up into his arms. I tried to fight him to get out of the precarious position because it felt like the proper thing to do, but he wouldn’t have any of it. And to be honest, in my current state, I didn’t mind resting against his strong body as rain continued to fall around us. I felt so tired and it felt so nice to be in his arms . . .
“I am a Dimmed Demon, Gracie, not an all-powerful one,” he reminded me softly, tucking me closer to his body. He began to step onto the rain-strewn road and made his way over to one of the buildings to place me under for shelter. “I do not have the power to materialize at will wherever you are at. When I am back in Hell, I cannot hear you. I came back and tried to find you at work, and you weren’t there. I went to your apartment—you also weren’t there. I tried all the places you frequented, but I couldn’t find you.” 
He gingerly placed me down on the steps of an out-of-business building. Once I settled underneath the newfound shelter, Eclipse’s eyes further took in my weakened appearance. His gaze reflected a mixture of concern and anger. 
“Did I not tell you to only stay in places where I can find you, Teacup?” 
I bit my lower lip, shivering as I rested my head against the cold brick wall. I thoughtlessly nodded. Sloth’s previous words of admonishment began to make their way through my mind. Words that once sounded like bullshit now sounded like pearls of wisdom that I wish I took more seriously. 
“This is what your older brother meant, isn’t it?” I prompted wearily, still reeling from my terrifying near-death experience. I recalled the anger that resonated from the skies and the rumbles of cheers that emanated from the ground when I bled out on the street. I knew that all of this wasn’t normal, and in the deepest core of me, I knew it had everything to do with whatever Sloth was trying to warn me about. “This is what you needed to protect me from?”
A small smirk touched Eclipse’s lips. His gentle fingers stroked over my shivering cheek. “No. This specific event isn’t what he meant. If I knew that this was going to happen tonight, then I would’ve burned this city alive before that bastard got a hold of you.” 
There was a bitter smile on his face. 
If I thought that Eclipse was the mastermind behind this before, then this assumption would’ve gone straight to Hell the moment I saw the fury hit his face. He looked over his shoulder and rested his wrathful eyes on my attacker.  
Bam!
Before I could register what had just happened, Sony’s dad’s unconscious body was flung into the air. With the velocity of a speeding bullet, it flew across the length of the vast road, only stopping once it roughly collided with an abandoned car on the other side of the street. The faint sound of cracking bones and soft moans came from his unconscious state. The man’s body fell back to the unforgiving ground with a loud thud. 
He lay there facedown, still unconscious and barely alive. He was simply at the mercy of a Demon who looked so angry that if looks could kill, the world would burn under his wrath.
“Wait! Wait! What are you planning to do?!” I breathed out in a panic, still trying to adjust to being fully conscious again. I instinctively grabbed Eclipse by the arm once he began to move towards Sony’s dad.
“Rip him to pieces and then feed him to my hellhounds.” 
I had no idea whether or not he was serious about the hellhounds, but I was pretty sure he was serious about ripping Sony’s father to pieces. It was enough for me to use all my newfound energy to try and stop him. Tightening my grip on his arm, I was surprised when I felt myself being lifted off my seat and suddenly dragged like a lifeless doll in his pursuit for Sony’s dad. So much for stopping him . . .

“No, don’t!” I screamed, coughing once my body hit the ground on impact. “He’s Sony’s dad!” 
“I don’t give a fuck who he is!”
Before I knew it, we were at the end of the street, right beside Sony’s dad.
“Eclipse, stop!” 
As if my voice was the only thing that extracted him from his angry state, Eclipse turned to me. Concern assailed his face when he saw that I was on the floor, still trying to “stop” him. Instead of continuing with his bloodlust pursuit, he abruptly stopped his vengeful efforts and bent down to help me up.
Helping me stand beside him, he gently wrapped his arms around me. He was prepping to move me back to the stairs when I announced to him that I was beginning to feel nauseous with all the movements. Eclipse paused, looking conflicted with allowing me to stay in an area where I couldn’t be sheltered from the rain. He peered up. When he noted that the rain had stopped falling for the time being, he relented and helped me sit on the ground in the middle of the damp road. Once I was seated under the glow of the traffic lights, Eclipse took off his jacket, covered it over me, and sat across from me.
I stared at him, taking a long moment to replay everything that occurred. I couldn’t help but tremble because I had never experienced anything more strange or terrifying. No matter how frayed my thoughts were, I was still lucid enough to remember everything that had taken place.
“Did you see everything that happened?” I asked, wondering if he was there to witness me getting stabbed multiple times as I bled out on the streets. 
Eclipse shook his head. His face was grim, regretful as he assessed the holes in my hoodie that were indicative of where I was stabbed. He eyed Sony’s dad. His body laid several feet away from us. Rage blazed in Eclipse’s eyes before he controlled it and rested his soft gaze on me. 
“His soul will burn in the pits of Hell for what he did to you. I’ll personally make sure of that,” he responded instead.
Though I did not want Eclipse to kill him because it would be too much on my conscience if I were to get my entire soul back, inwardly, I felt satisfied. The bastard deserved to burn in the fiery pits of Hell for what he did to me.
“Let him die naturally,” I told him quietly. 
“Why?” Eclipse questioned brusquely. “He’s going to die anyway. Why can’t I kill him now?”
“He has to live,” I argued, wishing that Eclipse would just let it be and stop purging me for reasons as to why I wanted Sony’s dad to live.
My wish for Eclipse’s understanding was not granted.
“Why?” Eclipse demanded, clearly wanting to know what was coursing through my mind. He didn’t understand why I was hell-bent on making sure that my attacker continued to live instead of dying under his hands.
“Because he’s Sony’s dad, and we do not need his blood on our hands.”
Eclipse tilted his head at me. His observant eyes studied me for a long moment. Then, as if knowing my sadism far too well, he bluntly asked, “What’s your true reason, Gracie?”
I stared at him quietly, not wanting to tell him. 
After several long seconds passed, I finally concluded he wouldn’t let it go until I disclosed the true reason to him. My face turned cold and I finally answered him.
“If he dies now, then he will be free of pain—even momentarily—before he goes to Hell. I want him alive. I want him to continue to breathe so that he can feel pain, so that he can be punished for what he did to me. I want him alive, I want him wishing for death, and I want to enjoy his misery while he’s on earth with me.”
Eclipse smirked, satisfied with my unfiltered answer and the true display of my sadism. “As you wish, Gracie.”
“Now back to the question,” I incited, feeling completely awake now. I was no longer interested in talking about the pitiful bastard’s life. I had more important matters to focus on. “Did you see everything that happened?”
“No,” he answered, getting back on topic as well. Sincerity radiated from his voice. “I got here near the end, when everything was finishing up.”
I studied him while the cold wind billowed around us. “Why didn’t you come in sooner then?”
“The blood boiling around you,” he explained, his expression hinting of annoyance, “it prohibited anything from being near you. I tried to walk in to get to you, but the barrier around you was inflexible. No matter how much I tried to fight it, it wouldn’t let me through. I was stuck outside the barrier until the boiling ceased.”
I attempted to ignore the fear that washed over me when he told me that the boiling around me wouldn’t let him through, like it had a mind of its own. I purged on to quell the emerging fear by asking, “How did you find me in the first place?”
Eclipse cast his attention down to OinkOink, who had been so obedient and quiet that I had forgotten he was there. He was seated beside us, his expressive black eyes staring dotingly at me. 
“If you were to scream out for me, then I won’t be able to hear you or find you.” He smiled, petting OinkOink with affection. “But he can sense me and he can find me. When I returned from my Kingdom to try and find you, I couldn’t. Fortunately, while I was searching, he came to find me and almost immediately led me back to you.” 
Shock molded my eyes. 
“Was this the reason why you gave me OinkOink as a gift?” I asked a breath later. Everything started to fall into place for me. “So that you can find me if I were to be somewhere else?”
Eclipse smiled faintly at me, scratching OinkOink’s head. The puppy closed his eyes in bliss while he did this, happily lying down beside Eclipse.
“Dogs are very intelligent creatures. Their senses are unmatched. If you have their loyalty, you have it for life. Though it isn’t always guaranteed that he could find me and lead me to you if you are in danger, there’d still be a chance to come to your aid nonetheless.”
I glanced at the puppy who now appeared like a glorified tracking device. So the puppy didn’t abandon me after all. I thought he had ditched me before, but as it turned out, he was only trying to find Eclipse to help me. The bitterness I harbored for OinkOink dissipated as soon as I came to this realization. 
Almost immediately though, it hit me that Eclipse gave me this puppy as a precaution, thereby meaning that he had already anticipated danger to come to me.
“The other night, when you told me that you were spying on me while I was doing yoga,” I began, staring at him with wide eyes, “you purposely told me that so I’d get mad at you, didn’t you? So that the next day you could give me OinkOink as an ‘apology’ gift?”
The curves of his sinuous lips grinned bashfully. “Well, I was admiring the view regardless, but I needed something to set you off. Unfortunately, I knew far too well what could set the fire.”
I inhaled deeply, letting the flow of this conversation bring me back to the original question I posed to him. “So you anticipated even then, before we met your brother, that I was going to be in danger?”
Above me, I could feel the hue of the traffic lights glow from green to yellow then to red.
An ominous silence befell him at my query.
“Your brother . . .” I incited again, unfazed by his blatant display of secretiveness, “was this what he meant when he said that you’re protecting me from something?”
Eclipse shook his head, relenting, but only slightly, with his evasiveness. “This isn’t what he meant, but it is the prelude for everything that’s coming for you.”
Goose bumps materialized on my body from his cryptic words. My body shivered, but not from the cold or misting rain that was beginning to drizzle around us. “What do you mean?”
When he said nothing, I grew angrier. 
I was sick of his secrets. 
I had nearly gotten stabbed to death and just went through the most bizarre event I had ever experienced in my young life. I deserved some goddamned answers. 
“You knew that all of this was supposed to happen to me tonight,” I provoked, my eyes accusing. “You knew all of this beforehand, didn’t you? You allowed this to happen to me—”
“Not tonight,” he interrupted, breaking out of his silence. “I was protecting you and I anticipated something like this to happen, but it wasn’t supposed to happen tonight. If I knew it was supposed to happen tonight, then I would’ve stayed with you the entire time to prevent it.”
I gaped at him with mystification. “When was this supposed to happen?”
“Sometime after your twenty-first birthday,” he answered quietly. He swallowed tightly before adding, “It’s a birthright of sorts and something I was doing my best to protect you from.” He looked around, smiling dryly to himself. “Obviously the fates are a bit more resilient to my attempts of changing some of the courses in your life.”  
“What,” I breathed out when he pretty much verified that although he didn’t know something like this was supposed to happen tonight, he knew it was supposed to happen to me regardless. “What’s happening right now?”
He fell silent, and once again the silence became deafening for me.
I stared at him, my determined eyes telling him that he wasn’t going to keep me in the dark any longer. In the past, I allowed evasive behaviors like this because I didn’t want to deal with it. Now that it concerned my safety, it was a completely different ballgame. I had to know what was happening in my life, what he was protecting me from, and the question that had always mattered: why he was here with me in the first place. 
“Since I’ve met you,” I launched, my gaze imploring his to finally give me some answers, “I knew that there was a reason, a big reason why the Prince of Hell would risk his entire existence for my soul. Regardless of what other reasons you gave me, I knew there was something else to it, yet I never pushed for it because in the deep recess of my mind, I knew I’d rather be in the dark than be enlightened.” I breathed in heavily and looked at my surroundings. “But I can’t be oblivious any longer, not when something like this just took place.” Fear embalmed my eyes. “What happened earlier . . . that’s the reason why you’re here, isn’t it?” 
Another thought then battered against my psyche, distracting me while concurrently bringing me more on target than I had ever been. I peered at Sony’s father and turned back to Eclipse, remembering our conversation about the soul of Sony’s father and the soul of humans in general. If he could easily wait for Sony’s father to die before he could own his soul in Hell, then why couldn’t he do the same for me?
“Why are you so hell-bent on getting my soul now when you could just wait for me to die?” I asked, voicing my thoughts out loud. “Surely I’m going to Hell for being so sadistic. I don’t understand why you would be hanging around, wasting time right now unless . . .” My eyes expanded when it hit me. “Unless I’m not going to Hell. Unless I’m going to Heaven—”
“Who says your soul is going to either Heaven or Hell when you die?” Eclipse interrupted at once, his indiscernible gaze resting on mine. I shut up, allowing his voice and his enlightenment to pour over me as he went on. “As I’m sure you’re aware, there are three things that can happen to a living entity when they die. They can go to Hell, Heaven, or—”
“Disappear for all eternity,” I breathed out, stunned as to why I didn’t come to this conclusion sooner. There would be no reason for Eclipse to hang around me unless he absolutely could not own my soul in Hell—unless my soul was only on Earth for a limited time. Much like Eclipse’s fate, if I were to die, then I would cease to ever exist again. 
My heart clenched while I stared at him, completely thunderstruck with horror. 
I was beginning to see the road that he was painting for me. A human soul could go to either Heaven or Hell. If my soul couldn’t go to either, then it must only mean one thing. 
“You’re not just here for a human soul, are you, Eclipse?”
An eerily icy and anticipatory wind swam through us as my words streamed over him. Judging by the expression on his face and the silence emanating from him, I knew I had hit the bull’s eye with that question. He wasn’t just here for a human soul—not by a long shot.  
“Have you ever felt different, Gracie? Like you don’t belong?” he finally prompted long seconds later. “I asked you this that night when I told you that I wanted your soul. I’ve already told you that you don’t belong in this world, that you’re better than anything in this world because it’s true.”
I recalled my blood boiling and slithering back into my body, returning to me and making me healthy again. I looked at him, dreading the answer he would give me. 
“Am I . . . am I not human?” I drew in a sharp breath, thinking about my sadistic tendencies and how different I was from the average human being. “Am I a Demon or an Angel?”
“No, you’re human,” he told me quickly, quelling any doubts in my mind that I was anything but. “You’re very much human, and you are most certainly not a Demon or an Angel. Your existence is far more powerful than an Angel’s and your lineage is far more ancient than my Demonic lineage.”
My mind was spinning in circles. “Wh-what am I then?”
Poignancy teemed in his captivating brown eyes. At long last, he finally relinquished with his secretiveness and began to share with me the secret of who I was. 
“The blood pumping in your veins is pure, uncontaminated evil in its rawest and most potent form. This in itself makes you one of the most powerful humans to walk on God’s green Earth.”  
I gawked at him, besieged with growing confusion. 
“What am I?” I breathed out, finding it hard to control the hammering of my heart.
A soft smile outlined his lips. “You are a Source, Gracie.”
“A Source?”
“A Source of Evil,” he elaborated, and I could feel the chills turn my blood into ice. “An ancient evil that came before Angels, an ancient evil that predates Demons, and an ancient evil that has been anointed by the Creator himself.”
“God?” I asked in disbelief.
He nodded. “Yes, Gracie. There are two types of evil in existence: one that my father created and one that the Heavenly Father himself created. I happen to be the evil that my father created, the conditioned sins that have come to ravage the earth. And you, Gracie, are the evil that has been in existence since the dawn of time. You are the evil that bears root to the original sin and the evil that is inherent in all creations. Basically, your caliber is slightly above mine in this informal hierarchy because as it would appear, your lineage is from the Original Evil that gave wisdom to my father.” He let out a quiet chuckle. “In short, you’re a pretty big deal, Teacup.”
“God,” I choked out, “created me to be like this?”
Eclipse shrugged offhandedly. “Well, he merely created the Original Evil to balance the Original Good out. Your existence—or the existence of the Original Evil that you stem from—was merely utilized as a tool to keep everything balanced. But as with all of God’s creations, like my father and like the human race, the Original Evil began to form a mind of its own. The consumption of the forbidden fruit was the first misery it enjoyed. It relished in the demise of humankind and it took pride in being able to bear witness to God’s favorite Angel’s fall from grace. All of this was said to be what ignited the fire within the Original Evil and caused it to rebel against its once stagnant state. In essence, it no longer wanted to be the balance scale it was created to be. It wanted to live a life of its own.” 
He observed me intently, assessing my frozen visage. 
“Do you not wonder why you are so sadistic and why you feed on the misery of others, Gracie? You enjoy feeding off of their misery because that is the evil within you taking form. That is the evil within your human self doing what it does best: enjoying the misery of others simply for entertainment.” His voice took on a reverent-like quality. “That’s why you’re human, Gracie. You’re completely human. When the forbidden fruit from the Tree of Knowledge was consumed, the Original Evil had actually wrapped itself within it. When humans ate from that fruit and were cast from Eden, the Original Evil went right along with them, binding itself to the race of humans. And much like humans, over the millennia, the Original Evil had split apart from its original form, replicating itself in larger numbers as the ages passed.” 
He canted his head at me. “Gracie . . . you are a hybrid of something so powerful, so human, so inherently evil, and so rare that several lifetimes can come and go and the rest of creation would never be able to witness the existence of a Source like yourself.”
However stunned I was with the gravity of everything he was telling me, my congested mind was still vigilant enough to ask questions it needed clarification for. “Rare?”
 “You are a once-in-a-lifetime gift, Teacup—quite literally,” he explained. “Millenniums can come and go and someone of your caliber will never grace the world with their presence. Sources from the Original Evil are rare and they seldom come into existence. For the majority of the time, the Original Evil can only live within a human being as the Original Sin; it is nearly impossible for an actual Source to be born where it is completely evil and also be completely human—a true evil incarnate, so-to-speak. It is rare, but these once-in-a-lifetime beings do come into existence.” His eyes illumed with amazement for me and my status in life. “Everything that makes up your entire existence is raw and untainted evil in its purest and most renowned form. You are quite simply the most powerful and most desired human soul to grace the soils of Earth, hence your notoriety in the world down under and the heavy weight everyone has placed on a powerful soul like yours.” 
“The most . . .” I paused, struggling to absorb everything. “But you called me a Source. So that means there are others like me, right? I’m not alone?”
“There are others who came before you, yes, but none of them made it past the Age of Enlightenment.”
“Made it past?” I shot him a befuddled look. “Wait. What does that mean? Are you insinuating that the Age of Enlightenment only pertains to Sources?” My eyes rounded. “I thought you said it applied to humans too?”
Eclipse flashed a bashful smile that was reminiscent of a kid getting caught in a lie. He shifted uncomfortably, taking the opportunity to give me one of his pre-apology faces before saying, “Well, I guess the addendum that should be made to what I told you about the Age of Enlightenment was that it only applies to Sources—not humans.”  
“So you lied to me,” I deadpanned.
“Just a little bit,” he amended lightly. 
I gave him a brief, “fuck-you-for-lying-to-me” glare—to which he smiled apologetically at—and then resumed with more pressing thoughts.
“None of them made it past the age of twenty-one?” I swallowed nervously, hating where this was going, but knowing that I had to keep going in that same direction so I could be educated in every aspect of my life. “Why? What happened to the rest?”
“Dead,” he said simply. 
“Why are they all dead?”
“Sicknesses . . . like the one coming for you,” he told me carefully, his expression becoming grim. “Sources of Evil are not created to live long and have prosperous lives as humans. They are created to enjoy their reigns as superior beings, to elicit misery and enjoy all that they can until their Age of Enlightenment comes. When their time comes, they will fulfill their full purpose by dying at some point after their twenty-first birthday.” 
I gawked at him, utterly flummoxed. Then, my eyes swelled up in realization. “Is this what Sloth was trying to warn me about? Is this what he told you to inform me so that I’d give you my soul?”
Eclipse nodded, his expression darkening with an admonishing shadow. “A Source is a very rare breed and a very powerful Ancient Evil, but the distinction that should be made about Sources is that they are also 100% human. It is merely the blood pumping within you that makes you superior to other humans. In that regard, you are not only looked upon as one of the most powerful humans on earth, but you are also viewed as one of the most vulnerable as well.” 
Another level of fear colored my eyes at his usage of the word “vulnerable.” 
“What? Why?”
“A Source is an untapped evil. It may be pure in its power, but it is untapped nonetheless.” He stopped, clearly not wanting to divulge this part of the explanation to me. When I gave him a, “hurry-the-fuck-up-and-tell-me” hand gesture, he reluctantly went on. “So, if a Source is consumed by another evil, then that other evil entity will get the Source’s power and ultimately become more powerful because of that.”
Every part of my body trembled with all these new developments raining down on me. I could hardly wrap my already packed mind around it. There was only one word haunting my mind. 
“Con . . . consume?” 
Eclipse blinked his eyes in confirmation and finally told me something that made me feel more vulnerable than I had ever felt in my entire life. 
“The beating heart of a Source is said to be the most powerful elixir out there. It is so powerful that if a Demon were to drink from your blood and eat your heart, then they would be gifted with the most formidable life-force a Demon could have. A Source is a highly sought after commodity. Demons want it to enhance their powers and to make matters worse for you, your use for Demons makes you a highly sought commodity for Angels as well, for your existence is an abomination to them—a threat to them.” 
His voice took on a more ominous pitch. 
“Angels are inflexible; they are Heaven’s most deadly weapons. They are trained to exterminate evil without discrimination and they are trained to prevail over it. Seeking out a Source and killing it before it gets into the hands of a Demon—or gets converted into a Demon—is the most important thing Angels are trained to do in their lifetime. Once they get wind of your existence, they will not stop hunting you until you are dead.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"And the end of everything on his heels."

31: Kairos
 
I felt like I was going to keel over from all that Eclipse was revealing to me. 
I could not believe that this was my life. 
I was not only sought after by Demons, but by Angels as well. If the Demons found me, then I would be subjected to torture as they would eat my flesh and consume my very being. If the Angels found me, then they would not rest until they had exterminated any trace of my existence. The only thing keeping me safe was a veil and even that was on a time limit. Once the veil lifted on my twenty-first birthday, I would be prey to every powerful entity in existence and I would be hunted for the rest of my life. 
Throughout this earthshattering trance, all I could do was gape at Eclipse in horror. 
“This is why you’re here?” I breathed out, still struggling with the revelations about who—and what—I was. “Why your Elders allowed you to come seek me out?”
I had always surmised that my soul was a big deal for Hell, but I could’ve never imagined what a big deal it actually was.
Eclipse regarded me with a critical expression. “Did you really think the Dark Majesties of Hell would waste their time placing a veil over a simple human soul, Gracie?” He shook his head. “Once we heard about what you did, there was no doubt in any of our minds that a Source—an entity that we’ve been chasing for lifetimes now—has finally made itself known. We knew we had to keep you protected until you reached your twenty-first year, which is said to be the year when your powers will be at its highest. All of Hell was only after you because you killed your family when you were six. They had no idea that you may be a Source, and we kept it this way with the veil over you.”
A cold wind came as he briefly looked away. 
“Aside from myself, my brothers, and a few select Elders, it is not a widely known fact that a Source exists. It is not widely known because we’ve done our jobs in keeping it hidden from the rest of the world. Regardless of how much we want to protect you, the thing about the Original Evil is that it does not fear anything, even though it should. For Sources, there is a birthright that each Source goes through after their twenty-first year, one that announces to the world of their powerful existence.”
“The thing that just happened to me,” I whispered horrifically. “That was a birthright? Like some screwed up ‘debutante’ party?” I scoffed disbelievingly. “Isn’t this supposed to happen after my twenty-first birthday? Why did it happen tonight?”
The same confusion veiled over his face. 
“I do not know why yours occurred before your twenty-first, but I imagined the fates controlling your life anticipated an entity like me to come into your life, to attempt to veer you off course, because it expedited the date and everything took place tonight instead.”
I could feel dread coil within me when I recalled the words he said to me, about this event announcing my existence to the world. 
Eclipse’s expression became graver as thunders began to rumble in the distance. He knew what was running through my mind. 
“You are the most sought after entity. Now with the admittance of your blood into the depths of Hell and the scent of your existence rising up to the summit of Heaven, I’m afraid you have just made your presence known. I’m also afraid that although the veil is still over you, the rest of the world knows that a Source truly exists now. Once the veil lifts after your twenty-first birthday, everything will come after you. You were infamous before simply because you were the six-year-old murderer, but when it gets out that you’re also a Source, you will have the biggest bull’s-eye on your back.” 
He reached his hand out and gently stroked my cold face with his warm fingers. His eyes implored mine as he moved closer to me. “I’m the only one powerful enough to save you, Gracie.”
I regarded him with dismay and recoiled away from him on instinct. “You don’t want to eat my heart?” I incited at once. 
If my blood and heart was an elixir for Demons, then there was no way I was going to voluntarily allow this Demon to seduce me when he could very well kill me and eat me at any given moment. 
Eclipse shook his head at me, his expression on me still tender. “I’m a Royal Demon, Gracie. My innate strength is already powerful. I have no use for your blood or heart. You and your soul are far more valuable to me alive.”
He sighed, noting the fear in my eyes. Carefully, in an effort to keep me from being afraid of him, Eclipse began to explain to me why he had no use for my blood or heart. 
“It is said that if a Demon were to own a Source’s soul and successfully convert them into being a Demon, then that Source will be one of the most powerful Demons in existence. Demons rarely waste time in trying to convert a Source because there are too many dangers involved. It would be easier to kill them, consume their blood, and gain power that way. For me, drinking your blood and consuming your heart will be of no use to me. Because of this, I can fight all the dangers coming to you and I can protect you until your conversion occurs—before you are powerful enough to protect yourself.”
I continued to assess him with caution. “Why would you want me as a Demon?” 
“A soldier of your caliber can only mean great things for the world down under, not to mention having a mate like you to keep me in line can only equate to positive things in my Kingdom.” He smiled lightly at me, and I wasn’t sure if he truly meant his last line or not. He didn’t give me time to mull it over before quietly adding, “Stop being stubborn and agree to the conversion, Gracie. It is easier for both of us this way.”
A brittle laugh poured from my lips.
I thought back to the comment about me being a soldier for Hell and a possible mate for him. My mind may have been running in circles, but I wasn’t weak enough to give up my soul. I also wasn’t foolish enough to give in to the prospect of being “mate” to a Demon who probably couldn’t care less about me if his life wasn’t attached to mine. 
“Why should I?” I inquired, feeling my bravery return once I was certain that he wasn’t going to drink my blood and eat my heart. “I didn’t want to give you my soul before, do you think I’d give it to you now? I’m going to die anyway. I plan on waiting for the sickness instead of becoming a Demon of all things.”
Eclipse smirked almost too darkly at my stubbornness. “Your death at the mercy of your impending sickness would be a blessing, but you should know that once the veil lifts, there is no exact date as to when you will die. All that you know is that it will happen some time during your twenty-first year. That one year period is a long time. The only sure thing is that entities will come looking for you and they will not stop until they find you—or until you are dead.” 
Sternness occupied his eyes. 
“You said the other night that you didn’t fear death because it would be a natural death. However, if you were to be caught by a Demon or an Angel, nothing will be natural about it. Either way, if you are caught, you will die a slow, painful, and agonizing death. If a Demon were to find you, they will lay you down, stab you slowly, and take their sweet time reveling in your blood until you begin to die. Everyday, they would cut into your skin, eating away at every meat and bone in your body, and everyday you would beg for a death that they would never grant. Imagine everything that you just experienced tonight . . .” 
My body trembled at the remembrance of what I went through tonight. 
“Imagine that knife digging into your body, scraping every inch of your bones, and imagine it lasting for weeks . . . months even. And that’s only the prospect of getting caught by a Demon. For an Angel, their wrath is so painful that it is said no matter how quick the death is, it will feel as if you’re being put through a century of agony before your last breath escapes you.” He tucked a loose bang behind my ear with care. “You do not fear death, Gracie, but I know that you fear the transition to death very much. I know that every molecule in your body is shaking in fear because you know nothing but torture awaits you if you get caught by a Demon or an Angel.”
“Why are you the Demon to convert me?” I questioned slowly, apprehensively hugging my body when I reflected upon all the things that were after me—all the thing that wanted me dead. 
“Because I see great potential in you, Teacup,” he told me, his smooth voice genuine. “You would become a very instrumental and powerful commodity for Hell if you were to become a Demon. An opportunity like this isn’t something that an entity like me would pass on.”
“This . . . this is unreal,” I unthinkingly uttered, wishing that all of this was just a dream. “I had just started to get used to the idea that Demons existed. Now you’re telling me that Demons and Angels are after me because I’m a Source of Evil?”
“I know that this is a lot to take in,” he said understandably, his features equally frustrated that he had been forced to explain everything right now. It was clear that if he had a choice, he would choose a better time to do this. “Which is why I didn’t want to tell you this early on. I had hoped that you would just give me your soul and we could avoid all of this. But I got screwed over too when I found out something had stolen a piece of your soul.” 
He smirked bitterly, staring at me with doting eyes. “Not to mention, my plan was already screwed with your stubbornness. The saying about a Source is true: your species is very territorial. You don’t give up anything easily, you’re as stubborn as the day is long, and you value your soul more than anything. You’d rather die with it than live forever without it. Unfortunately this trait, as admirable as it may be, will be your ultimate death sentence if you don’t make the smart decision and accept me as your ally.”
“This is freaking insane,” I uttered with incredulity. It continued to astound me that I was having this surreal conversation.
“No matter how insane it is, you know that everything I’m saying is true. You know that things are after you and that they will not be kind when they find you.”
Once he saw the fear fully ingrain itself in my eyes, he inched closer to me. I made a move to back up, but he held his hands on my hips, gently keeping me near him. Against my better rationale, I felt my guard lower when he did this—when he forced me to overlook the fucked up dilemmas of my life and just trust him. Despite how afraid I was of everything he told me, at the end of the day, it could never be ignored that Eclipse was also the only anchor—or in human terms, “friend”—in my life. I didn’t trust him entirely, but I trusted him minutely. And for someone like me, that minute trust meant a world of a difference.  
Eclipse held his hand out. His supple fingers brushed against my cheek, making me heat up more than I’d like. With his enthralling gaze still holding mine, he jumpstarted the next stage of our conversation by voicing out words that would sear themselves into me and lead me down a road that would forever change my life—words that I would never forget.
“You have no idea how special you are, Gracie,” he said to me, his voice soft like the sweetest velvet. “How meaningful your existence is.” 
I knew nothing of what he was insinuating, but he paid no mind to that. He paid absolutely no mind to that as he continued, knowingness beating in his voice. It was as if he was confident that, sooner or later, I would understand the contents of his words.
“But I’ll be your guide. I won’t only show you why Heaven cried the night of your birth, but I’ll also show you why Hell will kneel before you on the night of your resurrection.”
He smiled faintly, his coaxing brown eyes holding my unwavering gaze. The warmth of his strong body mated around mine, completely overpowering all the cold air that surrounded me. 
Within a split second, the scene changed. 
Instead of being on the street, Eclipse returned me to the top of the building we sat on a few nights back. He spread his arms outward while I looked up at the storm-filled sky. Beside us, OinkOink whimpered in awe, no doubt staggered by the sudden change in scenery as well. 
“You did hear Heaven bellow in agony moments prior, did you not?” he prompted as the wind howled around us, as the city skyline glimmered behind him. “You did hear Hell cheer for you from down below, yes?” 
A knowing smile edged his lips at my silence—my concurrence that I heard everything. From Heaven’s misery to Hell’s cheers, I heard everything. 
“There are so many mysteries that surround you,” Eclipse went on, kindling the growing curiosity from within me. “From the true nature of your powers, to your past with your family, and to your fate as a whole in this world. There are so many things that I can help unearth for you, if only you’d let me help you—if only you’d give me your consent.”
“My soul,” I summed up vigilantly for him. “You need me to make a promise to give my soul to you so you can help me?”
He shook his head, and I felt the perplexity return at full speed. All this time, Eclipse had wanted—no, he had yearned for my soul. Now that he had been given a huge opportunity to convince me to give it to him, he wasn’t going to take it?
“I know that you’d rather die with your soul, and I’m more than happy to be here and convince you to give it to me,” he responded, addressing my confusion. “My original plan is ruined because I thought I could persuade you to give me your soul by your birthday. Now that we have to invest time into finding it, I cannot risk you dying anytime soon. I need to extend your life.”
I blinked, astounded by his proposition. 
“You have the power to extend my life?”
He nodded. 
At this confirmation, my eyes formed bitter slits at him. 
“Why didn’t you offer me this sooner, Ashtray?” I bit out, my expression outraged that he was keeping such a good deal from my grasp.
He bestowed me with a similar caustic look. 
“My life is dependent upon me getting your soul, Teacup. I apologize if you feel offended that I withheld information from you, but you have to understand that I’m a salesperson by nature. I’m not going to offer you a good deal unless I make sure I could get the best deal I can out of it. Since it seems that shit has hit the fan in both of our lives, I’m willing to back down on my previous stance and offer you a new deal.”
I blinked uneasily at him, waiting for him to use his demonic powers over me. When he remained as he was, I blithely said, “Please extend my life then. As I’m sure you haven’t forgotten, the faster I die, the faster you die as well.”
Eclipse imparted me with another dry, bitter look. 
“I don’t have the ability to extend it unless you give me something in return.” He went on quickly before I could get an outraged word in. “In order for a Demon to have the ability to extend someone’s life, something of great wager must be exchanged so that I can have enough power to perform such a spell.”
I mulled over his words and sharpened my eyes. “What would you want from me that would hold as much gravity as my soul?”
“Promise me that you will not give your soul to anyone else,” he coaxed gently. “Your soul is yours to keep, but should you give it up, it can only come to me. It will only find its way to me.” He grinned bashfully, finding irony in the connotation behind that statement. “You will literally be my soul mate, Gracie. If you give me this deal, then I will have the power to extend your life and we’d have the time to dig up the origins of your past. We’d be able to find your missing soul, and in turn, as your guide, I’ll be able to show you how meaningful your existence truly is.”
The hands that held my hips effortlessly moved me closer to him. He tilted his head at me, his breathtaking smile growing more enticing. 
“Give me that consent and I’ll be that Fallen Angel perched on your shoulder, walking beside you until the end. Won’t that be liberating, Gracie? To unearth all the dark secrets of your life and figure out what destiny truly awaits you? Would it not be amazing to change the course of your life by not dying when you are supposed to die and by finally having your entire soul returned to you? Would it not be amazing to fully become human again? ”
Although I said nothing, I saw in his expression that he knew he got me there. I may not want to become a Demon, but I was still human. Much like the fate of Adam and Eve, the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge that Eclipse was offering me—the ability to figure out the meaning of my existence—was too tempting to reject. The chance to defy fate and destiny by finally choosing my own road in life was too enticing to resist . . .
I measured him, uncertain of the validity of his offer.
“There are no loopholes in this deal, Teacup,” he assured with a favorable smile. “Your soul is still your own. The only concession for me is that no other entities in existence can take your soul away from me. The decision of what to do with that soul of yours will be yours until the end. So with all of that said, give me your answer now, Gracie. Would you like to die when you are fated to die or would you like to defy fate by allowing me to save you?” 
His hopeful and persuading eyes gazed into my contemplative ones. 
“Yes . . . or no?”
. . . Every human is said to be born with the ability to make choices.
We are born with the ability to analytically assess the given roads in our lives and make the best decision we can in terms of where each road leads. This ability is called freewill. Freewill can be employed daily, yes, but when you are going to war against an already written destiny, there are only several moments in life where you can use this freewill to change the course of your life forever. 
These windows of opportunity are low in numbers, rare in existence, and almost damn near impossible to detect when faced with the chaos that is your life. Your only hope is that you are knowledgeable enough with your instincts to make the right decision when that elusive and opportune time comes . . .
No matter how elusive though, those times do come, and for the ancient Greeks, they have a word for it: Kairos—the right, the opportune, the supreme, and the defining moment. It signifies an opening in time where something extraordinary happens and it signifies one of the few moments in time where one could truly make a decision that will change the course of their life forever. These moments are fleeting and must be seized with conviction because such an opening in time will never arise again. 
Yes, in life, freewill is the most difficult and complex gift to use, but when accepted and used correctly—especially with a powerful Demon by your side, promising to stand by you until the end—that decision would be monumental and life-changing. And in my case, it would not only be the most defining moment of my life, but for the rest of creation, it would be absolutely biblical. 
“Yes,” I said slowly, never knowing then how much I would intertwine our fates together with that simple consent. A red traffic light below us turned green as I spoke. “No one else can have my soul. If I choose to give it away, then you and only you will get it.”
A satisfied smile illumed on his decadent lips just as a streak of lightning resonated in the dark skies, as if sealing the unbreakable bond between us. 
“Good,” Eclipse said approvingly, gazing at me with exhilarated eyes. “Let’s find the missing part of your soul now, shall we?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"There is nowhere to hide for when he comes . . ."

32: The Maze
 
“You find out that you’re a Source of Evil and that you’re wanted by every powerful entity on earth, yet you spend your last remaining days studying. Wow, you are such a goody two-shoes.”
Sitting together in the blue family van we rented for Sanctuary, I was unfazed by Eclipse’s subtle dig. Cooped up in my favorite white cashmere turtleneck, black jeans, and the black Christian Louboutin heels Eclipse had gifted me, I was productively reviewing my finance book with a calculator and a pink pen in hand. 
“I didn’t suffer for three and a half years for fun,” I responded absentmindedly. I pressed away on my calculator as we drove over the bumpy road leading up to the shelter. “My goal in life is to graduate from college with honors, get a good job, get married, have a family, and live a long, fulfilling life.” I made it a point to eye him sharply before continuing. “It doesn’t matter if a piece of my soul is missing, it doesn’t matter if I have a Demon by my side, and it doesn’t matter if danger will come to me because I’m a ‘Source of Evil.’ I enjoy learning and as long as I’m in school, I will continue to educate myself regardless of the unfavorable circumstances in my life.”
“Like I said,” Eclipse stated, appraising me with endearment, “you are such a goody two-shoes.”
I imparted him with a death glare at his insistence. As a response, Eclipse simply bequeathed me with a charismatic wink before returning his gaze to the desolate road ahead. 
“We could be going out to Serenity, looking for the missing piece of your soul, but you just have to fulfill the responsibilities of your volunteer work, don’t you, Gracie?” 
“I promised the kids I’d take them to the corn maze today,” I answered defensively. “They’ve been looking forward to this for weeks. I can’t stomach breaking their little hearts by canceling on them. We can spare a day.”
Although Eclipse appeared to be in favor of spoiling the kids, his lips quirked into a scheming smile nonetheless. “But wouldn’t you enjoy their company more if the baby midgets were sad and miserable?” he suggested coyly, taking pleasure in being an ass by attempting to coax out my sadistic side.
I frowned at the enticing, but equally awful, suggestion. I was tempted, but not tempted enough to screw over the kids.
“Yes,” I said stiffly, my face taut with bitterness, “but then I would be annoyed if they were sad. I may be sadistic, but I do have some attachment towards them. It can also be extremely irritating to be around those kids if they’re all collectively depressed—I really don’t want to deal with that.” I expelled a weary breath and added, “Plus, the veil doesn’t lift until my birthday, right? That’s a while from now. We can spare a day to entertain the kids.”
“The 27th,” he corrected offhandedly, making a right turn at the intersection. We merged onto a two-lane road where cars sped past us in the opposite direction. “You are given a grace period. The veil will begin to lift on your birthday, but it won’t be fully lifted until the 27th.” 
“See?” I voiced, feeling marginally thankful that I was given an extra day of peace. It was frightening to think about all the things that were coming after me. Any extra grace period I could get from this type of catastrophe was one that I would gladly accept. “That’s a while from now.”
“Time will fly,” he replied, emphasizing a point that I was already aware of. October was nearly over, and I knew that November and December were going to come and go like the wind. Time would most certainly fly by.
“I suppose I can look at this limbo period as a good thing,” he said moments later, his expression lighting up. Even in the face of this dark dilemma, Eclipse managed to see the silver lining. “I will have more time to convince you that you should give me your soul.”
I regarded him with hardened eyes, once again feeling territorial over the ownership of my soul. Even though I kept my face passive and polite, my voice was unyielding and business-like. “I agreed to the deal that if I should give up my soul, it could only go to you. But just to be fair to you, if and when we find the rest of my soul, I’m still planning on keeping it. Whatever your plan to convince me to be a Demon is, you should just let it rest. You’re not going to change my mind.”
“You’re a human with an incomplete soul,” Eclipse dismissed loftily, not even taking leverage in what I was expressing to him. “Your current needs and wants offer no value to the wager at hand. Only an individual with their entire soul intact can make the decision of whether or not they want to keep their soul.” 
“You are so stubborn,” I commented, blinking in disbelief. “You can’t take rejection, can you?”
An amused smile outlined his lips as he made another right turn at the end of the road.  
“You’re special, Teacup,” he went on pleasantly. “Even if I myself am not sure how meaningful your existence can be, I know that there are great things planned for you. As your Guardian Demon, I look forward to helping you unearth everything there is to know about yourself. You may be set in your ways now, but I have a good feeling that once the cards are set on the table, you will undoubtedly accept my offer.”
I raised a skeptical brow. “You’re that confident that I’ll give you my soul?”
“Trust me, Gracie.” Certainty threaded his assuring voice. “When it all comes full circle, you will want to become a Demon for me. Remember that.”
I rolled my eyes at his absurd words. He really could not handle rejection. Instead of further treading on the subject, I steered the conversation to something more important.
“I still can’t wrap my mind around what happened last night,” I shared, tensely playing with my fingers. I was engrossed with my schoolwork, but nothing would ever be powerful enough to overshadow the crazy and surreal events that occurred. How could one forget something as horrifying as nearly being stabbed to death—or finding out that you’re a Source of Evil? “To be honest, I’m still a little shaken by it.” I shifted uncomfortably before amending my statement. “A lot shaken by it, actually.”
“You wouldn’t be human if you aren’t terrified of what you experienced.” Eclipse turned to me, his warm brown eyes gentle and assuring. “What can I help you with, Teacup? What can’t you wrap your head around?”
I paused briefly to sort out my thoughts. “I know that a Source is a separate entity from Demons,” I began. “From what you told me, I’m still human—it’s just the blood within me that makes me a Source, right?”
“You’re absolutely human,” he confirmed. “You were born like any other human, you will live like any other human, and you will die like any other human. It’s the blood pumping within you that makes you a Source, and it’s the blood within you that gives you the option of becoming more than human.”
“But last night,” I forged on, “when my blood boiled and came streaming back to me . . . that’s not human. I mean, after someone has been stabbed like I was, they would die. Normal people would die, but I didn’t. I may still be human, but does this at least mean that I’m a human being with powers? Does that mean I can’t die or something? Will my blood always stream back to me and protect me like that?”
Eclipse shook his head. The minivan continued to crackle over the gravel on the road while he spoke. “What occurred last night was merely a birthright moment for you. The distinction that should be made is that this type of protection only occurs at that one moment in your life—when your existence is announced to the rest of the world. After that moment is over, it’s over. If you should get stabbed or hurt like that again, then you will die like any other human being. Your blood streaming back and doing what it did last night will not occur again, not until you feed it the catalyst it needs.”
“Which is to become a Demon,” I breathed out, saddened that my only option for survival was to become something I dreaded. Frustration reigned over me. It would be a lie to say that I wasn’t upset that I didn’t have any cool powers. If I was stuck being a Source, then the one consolation I thought I would get was powers to protect myself. So much for that dream . . .

With childlike disappointment, I pathetically asked, “So I have absolutely no powers?” 
“Not until you become a Demon,” Eclipse corrected carefully, taking inventory of the disappointment that streaked across my face. His sneaky eyes met mine. He didn’t waste time with maneuvering the conversation to benefit his own self-interest. “If you’re that disappointed about not having any powers, we can quickly remedy that when we find your missing soul, Gracie.”
“Let’s say if I were to meet an Angel or a Demon,” I persevered, not even bothering to respond to his shameless plug, “will they know right away that I’m a Source?”
“No,” he replied in a wistful tone, getting back on topic as well. “The first thing you have going for you is that you’re the famous six-year-old murderer. Most, if not all, should be distracted by that fact alone. The second thing you have going for you is that your ‘Source’ attribute is your blood. As long as you’re able to keep blood from free-flowing away from your body, you should, in theory, be able to hide your true identity as a Source.”
I nodded absentmindedly as the scenery melted into a distorted blur around us, matching identically to the frenzied blur within me. I understood the general concept of what being a Source entailed, but understanding it didn’t make life any simpler. One would think that after having a night to digest all of this, I would have a better grasp on the whole development. On the contrary, it felt like the polar opposite. If anything, my mind felt more perplexed with all these unending questions.
“I have to say,” Eclipse remarked in a surprised voice, tugging me out of my reverie, “you’re handling all of this pretty well.”
I averted my eyes to him, my face baffled with his careless observation. I wasn’t “handling this well”—I was simply traumatized. How could he mistake pure stupefaction for mental strength?
I blinked at him critically. “I’m in shock.” 
“As I’ve mentioned,” he said as the car started going downhill, “you wouldn’t be human if you weren’t freaked out by all of this. But to give you credit where it is due, you’re dealing with all of this a lot better than I imagined you would.” He gave a small shrug. “To be honest, I thought I was going to spend the majority of my time convincing you to stop hiding under the bed in fear of all that’s coming for you. It goes without saying that I am pleasantly surprised with how well you’re doing right now.”
Blood boiled on my cheeks. Leave it to Eclipse to embarrass me in my time of confusion. “I’m so flattered that you think I’m such a chicken.”
“That came out wrong,” he appeased with a laugh. “I only meant to say that I thought you were more . . . fragile. You’ve definitely proven me wrong.” Another doting smile played on his lips when he fixed his gaze on me. “You’re a lot tougher than you look, Teacup.”
I gave him a distrustful look.
Eclipse cocked his head and feigned offense. “You think I’m lying?”
I stared wide-eyed. I was surprised that he had to ask me this. 
“Of course I think you’re lying,” I stated as if it was the most obvious answer in the world. 
His playful “offended” look switched into an authentic one. He was genuinely stunned. “Of course you think I’m lying?” A disbelieving expression cloaked his face. “What? You don’t trust me at all?”
“I don’t even trust the people I call my ‘friends,’” I breathed without hesitation. “What would make you think that I’d trust you before I trust them?”
The affronted expression on his face changed. His lips curved into a half-smile. He was unaffected by the doubt in my voice and my low opinion of our relationship. To him, I had just asked the most important question that had the simplest answer of all.
“We’re soul mates now, Teacup,” he coolly explained. There was an underlying inflection in his voice that bordered between assurance and promise. “That means that you are part of me and that you are an extension of me. Whether you trust me or not, at the end of the day, you know that I’m a selfish being. Since you’re my other half and since I literally can’t live without you, the only thing you have to trust is that I will keep my soul mate safe—I will protect you until the end. If anyone hurts you, then they hurt me. If they hurt me, then they will pay dearly for it. That’s the only bottom line that should matter to you. Plain, simple, and end of story.”
“So you wanting to sleep with me also has no part in why you’d like to keep me safe and healthy?” 
I said those words without thinking, and when they escaped from my mouth, I instantly regretted it. Oh no. What was wrong with me? Why was I opening Pandora’s Box when Eclipse had been relatively tame for the past few hours? I was already stressed out by the fact that Angels and Demons were looking to kill me; I shouldn’t utter thoughts that could cause Eclipse to revert back to his flirtatious ways.
I thought I could fix the mistake, but it was too late. The Pandora’s Box had been opened and the Demon of Lust was out.
At the reminder of one of the intimate “extracurricular activities” he wanted to do with me, Eclipse finally freed himself from the cage he was in. 
“You know, I’ve tried to be a good boy today by giving you time to mull over your new quandary, but now that you brought it up, it seems only right that I be myself again.” He favorably eyed my high heels before returning his focus back to my face. His gaze was so sexually charged that it was hot enough to melt steel. “Have I told you that you look absolutely breathtaking today, Gracie?” 
My cheeks flamed in reaction to his enticing words. 
With his voice as rich as whiskey, he imparted me with mental images that were way too hot to envision on a Sunday morning. “I especially love that you’re wearing the shoes I gave you. It gives me a sense of pride to see that you’re enjoying one of the many gifts I will give you in life. It is such a big turn on that it makes me want to rip everything off of you but those heels. I want to toss you onto the nearest bed, throw your legs over my shoulders, and—”
“Holy eff, okay!” I shrieked out, desperate for him to stop tempting me. I could feel the beginnings of a nosebleed appear at all the suggestive images he embedded in my mind. Just the way he was looking at me was causing white-hot heat to surge throughout my body. In a panic, I immediately tried to keep my mind free of a naked Eclipse appreciating me and my heels in bed. “Okay. Okay. I-I don’t need to hear anymore. I’m . . .” 
I struggled to find words in my disoriented state. All I managed to do was draw a blank. 
The Demon chuckled at the scarlet flush that overtook my entire face. For a skilled predator like Eclipse, nothing was more rewarding than seeing his prey—the object of his affection—so flustered because of him.
“You what?” he prompted sensually, his rich brown eyes never relieving themselves from mine.
My eyes widened fretfully. In an effort to salvage whatever dignity I had left, I changed the subject. “I . . . you can’t keep distracting me.” I redirected my focus back to my book, my heart beating feverishly. “Just please leave me alone. I have work to do.” 
“Hey,” Eclipse proposed delicately, pretending to not hear my last plea, “what do you say if we ditch the baby midgets today and spend some time alone?” 
“Ditch the kids?” I repeated, turning to him once the shelter finally came into view.
He nodded, favoring me with a hopeful smile. “I have a lot of things I want to do for you and spoil you with. I could give you an unforgettable night, Gracie. If only you’d let me.”
I didn’t miss what he was insinuating. His words may have been innocent, but that carnal look in his eyes was anything but innocent. He wanted to put the moves on me and this in itself scared the living daylights out of me. 
“If you haven’t noticed, I still get nosebleeds,” I reminded him in outrage, gaping at him like he had suggested we run around buck-naked. I hadn’t forgotten about my nosebleeds—I didn’t need a sequel to what occurred the first time he tried to kiss me.
“I’m not going to try and have sex with you, Gracie.” His appreciative eyes ran over my body. “But I’m sure there are other fun bonding things we can do that won’t result in your untimely death.” 
“What happened to telling me not to tease you because you might lose control and kill me?”
“That was before I found out that a piece of your soul has been stolen,” he replied with slight bitterness. “I could control my desires then because I thought, ‘Hey, I’d get to sleep with her in no time when I turn her into a Demon.’ At that point, the wait, no matter how unbearable, was manageable because there was light at the end of the tunnel. Now that we’ve found out that a piece of your soul has been stolen, everything has been put on an indefinite timeline. As I’m sure you know, I’m not exactly the most patient guy in the world. Since everything in my life is screwing up, I might as well make myself feel better by fooling around with the woman I want, right?”
“Oh,” I began with a sarcastic expression, “so we’ll fool around until my nose starts bleeding, stop, and then try something new the next day until it starts bleeding again?” 
A sly smile lined his mouth, bringing my attention to his supple lips. “Am I not worth a few nosebleeds?”
I shook my head, inwardly terrified because I was tempted to agree to anything he wanted. 
“No,” I uttered, backing into the car door beside me. I knew what was good for me, and fooling around with Eclipse, basically fooling around with death, was not good for me in the least bit. “No way.”
“I could make it worth your while, Teacup.” As added persuasion, he bequeathed me with a sensual look that was so downright sexy that I could feel the beginnings of a nosebleed take form. 
Momentary lapse in judgment found its way into me. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt if I let him—
“They’re here! They’re here!” 
The sexy, wicked smile that adorned Eclipse’s handsome face evaporated as soon as the high-pitched voices of the children came storming into our ears. The kids, whose small little figures finally appeared on the approaching sidewalk, sabotaged any seduction techniques Eclipse could’ve used on me. They were all giggling and waving happily at us as we drove towards them. 
I thanked the fates for the kids and their overwhelmingly high-pitched voices. Hearing their earsplitting screams had saved me. Who knows what I would’ve done if they hadn’t interrupted “the mood” in time. I was grateful for them, but Eclipse, who was already scowling in distaste, did not appear as tolerant with the little ones’ presence. 
“Hi! Hi! Hi!” they shouted excitedly, bouncing along the slow moving van once we finally came close to them. They were all wearing beanie hats, along with big puffer jackets that made them look like mini blowfishes. All wore different, brightly colored jackets that were rain proof in preparation for the gloomy weather. Looking absolutely precious, they continued to waddle alongside the van, blissfully unaware of Eclipse’s resentment.
“Bloody hell, their chipmunk voices are like nails on a chalkboard,” he complained under his breath, clearly not a fan of having anyone disturb him while he was putting the moves on a girl. 
I agreed with his assessment of the kids and their annoying voices. Regardless, at that second, I couldn’t care less. I was more thankful that my nosebleed was stabilized with our new company. Relieved, I stared outside, cheerfully waving at the kids while expecting the car to come to a stop. To my horror, as we continued to drive past the curb and further and further away from Sanctuary, I realized in sheer panic that Eclipse wasn’t stopping to pick up the kids! 
“What the flying pig are you doing?!” I cried at the top of my lungs, flabbergasted when he increased the speed of the van. Even OinkOink, who had been quietly napping in the back of the car this entire time, was whimpering in confusion after being woken up by my screams.
“Oh no! Where are they going?!” I could hear the kids’ bewildered voices. Their little faces were red as tomatoes while their tiny feet continued to bounce after the dust of the van.
“Eclipse, you shady ass Demon!” I exploded, my heart beating a mile a minute. I finally lost my cool. “Stop the car right now or I’m going to punch your face in!”
It was only at the threat of bodily harm that Eclipse bitterly conceded with his master plan to ditch the little ones. He begrudgingly brought the van to a complete stop. Once the engine became idle, he faced me. The sound of the children’s feet could be heard in the background as they ran closer and closer to the van. 
After taking several seconds to assess my astounded face, Eclipse uncomfortably cleared his throat and explained, “I didn’t see them, Teacup.”
I scowled, seeing straight through his bullshit. “You didn’t see the baby midgets running after the car?”
He looked ready to embellish his lies. Unfortunately for Eclipse, when he saw the “don’t-you-dare-lie-to-me” glower on my face, he yielded with the lie and shook his head in exasperation. He stared indignantly at the rearview mirror. The excited voices of the children crashed like waves beside the van, indicating that they had caught up with us. 
“As adorable as they are, those kids have the most annoying high-pitched voices that I’ve ever been damned to hear.” He paused, his eyes lighting up when an idea came to him. He gazed at me with enthusiastic eyes. “You wouldn’t mind if I gave all of them laryngitis for the day, would you? You know, just to keep them quiet?”
My jaw slackened. I gawked at him with incredulity. “You’re going to use your demonic powers on the children that I’m babysitting today?” 
Once he deduced that there was no way I was on board with this suggestion, Eclipse cursed to himself. “I have an entire Kingdom that kneels before me in fear, yet I’ve been demoted to having to babysit kids who could rival hyenas with their screams. Fuck. Fuck my life.” 
He sulkily unfastened his seatbelt and opened the door. 
However embittered he was to hang out with these kids and their irritating voices, Eclipse was smart enough to mask this distaste towards his adoring fans.
“Hey squirts!” he greeted in his fake chirpy voice once he got out of the van. 
He approached them in dark jeans that showed off the length of his legs, a white t-shirt that wrapped perfectly around his sculpted body, and white tennis shoes that made him appear more human than he actually was. With a charismatic smile that seemed to brighten up the gloomy skies above, he crouched down and extended his powerful arms out to them.
“Hiii Ashtray!” the kids cried with the utmost happiness, all stampeding towards him with adoration in their eyes. One by one, they all gave him a big hug as their greeting. 
“Eclipse! I-I thought you were going to leave us!” Woo panted, his chubby face red from chasing after the van. 
“Me too!” the rest of the children agreed. It was amusing to watch them stare confusingly at Eclipse, whose charismatic smile never faltered. 
“The brakes didn’t work,” he easily lied before jokingly pinching their button noses. “Of course I wouldn’t leave you guys. Who could leave rugrats as cute as all of you?”
Just like smitten puppies, the kids giggled and nodded, believing Eclipse’s every word. 
As a witness to all of this, I couldn’t help but laugh. Eclipse may have been annoyed by their voices, but one couldn’t ignore the genuine endearment in his eyes as he stared down at them. I rolled my eyes, recalling all the mean stuff he was saying about them. It was amazing to watch him suck up to them now that he was in their presence. 
God, he’s so fake, I thought with mild amusement. With that thought in mind, I put on my own fake cheery voice, stepped onto the stage, and acted right along with him. 
“Hi kiddos!” I shouted, hopping out of the van.  
“Hi Teacup!” they greeted at once, running over to me with the same jubilation. They smothered me with big hugs.  
“Are you guys excited for the corn maze?!” I prompted, standing close to Eclipse once I was done hugging them. 
Six little bobble heads bounced in confirmation.
“Okay,” I uttered, sliding the van’s door and helping them all in. “Let’s go then.”
One by one, Eclipse and I helped the kids in until we reached the last one and noticed how sad he looked. Unlike the rest of his friends, Sony did not seem as full of life. 
“Hey Sony,” I called gingerly, assessing his unusually quiet state. “Are you okay?”
A forced smile appeared on his somber face. “I’m okay, Grace. I’m just tired.”
As soon as I heard his small voice, images of what his father did to me came deluging back into my mind. It was still so hard to stomach that someone as wonderful as Sony had such a bastard for a father. After these thoughts bombarded me, it didn’t take me long to surmise that his father may be the reason for his somber state. 
Sony had always been a ball of sunshine, but the one dark cloud in his life would always be his good-for-nothing father. Although Sony wasn’t privy to the fact that I saved his mother and that his father tried to kill me, I had a good hunch that he must’ve at least known that his father found his mother—which was why he was so upset. For children like Sony, who had been relentlessly abused for such a large portion of their lives, hearing that their abusers were back in close range was one of the most horrifying things they could ever learn.
My jaw clenched in protectiveness. I wanted to tell Sony not to worry, that his father would never hurt his mother or him again because I had taken care of everything. Before we left last night, I had Eclipse move his father’s unconscious body to another city in Korea. We made sure that he had no I.D. on him when we did this. I wanted him to be alive—to perhaps stay in a vegetative state for the remainder of his life—and I wanted his presence to be far away from Sony and Mrs. Lee. That miserable excuse for a human being did not deserve to breathe the same air as Sony and his mother, much less reside in the same city. 
I felt the inexplicable urge to assure Sony that his father would never hurt anyone again, but I didn’t know how to express it all. 
My internal struggle proved to be irrelevant when Eclipse smiled at him and casually said, “Hey squirt, do you want to sit up front with me? Teacup needs to study, which means that she’s a bore right now. I need someone to keep me company up front.”
Sony’s eyes brightened at the offer. Nervously playing with his glove-covered hands, he smiled tentatively at me. “Is that okay, Grace? Can I take your seat?”
“Yeah, of course!” I replied encouragingly, relieved to see Sony’s little world light up at the prospect of sitting up front with Eclipse.
If I couldn’t cheer him up, then I was certain that the Demon of Lust could. 
With my confirmation, Sony smiled gratefully and hopped into the passenger seat. Once we were all seated in the van, Eclipse took off driving, steering us towards a destination that would cheer up everyone’s dreary day.
 
●●●
 
Skell’s Halloween Corn Maze.
If you were to gaze down at the cornfield from an aerial point of view, you’d be amazed to discover that the corn maze was carved into the shape of an enormous Halloween pumpkin. Opened a little over a year ago, the corn maze had become a “must-visit” attraction for people all over the country during Halloween. 
Although I held no personal interest in wanting to visit it, this type of attraction was something that really excited the kids. They had been looking forward to this fieldtrip all month, and as soon as we stepped in, I knew that they were going to have the time of their lives.
The entire venue was decked out in the finest Halloween decorations. In the main gathering area alone were dozens upon dozens of decorative pumpkins. Everywhere you turned, you’d spot scarecrows, mummies, skeletons, and an assortment of other fun Halloween decorations. Fake fog hovered over the corn maze as the heavy crowd moved around us, buzzing with the utmost excitement. 
Eclipse and I were originally overwhelmed with all the madness. Surprisingly, as time went on, we slowly found ourselves laughing and enjoying the maze with the kids. As I consulted the map and took them on an adventure within the corn maze, the six baby midgets (along with OinkOink) waddled after Eclipse like little piglets would after their father. It was the most adorable thing. People around us were even cooing and “aww”ing at the sight of such cute kids following after a guy that most of the women coined as the “sexiest babysitter” they had ever seen. 
“Hey Teacup, I’m going to take the kids to the haystacks to play,” Eclipse said a few hours later, standing up after we ate a dinner that consisted of burgers and fries. The kids were already standing up from the bench with him, eager to follow him to the haystack. “Why don’t you stay here and study?”
I straightened in my seat, uneasily looking at the kids and then at him again. Although I wanted to accept his offer because I really wanted to use the free time to study, I found myself hesitating. It felt irresponsible to have a Demon babysit the kids without me there. “But—”
“I’ll be a good babysitter,” he assured, reading the reluctance on my face. “You just finish your school work so you won’t be boring on the ride back.”
And with that lovely comment and a flash of a wink, Eclipse took off with the kids and OinkOink in tow. 
I stared after them as they veered through the crowd and headed for the haystacks. He was a jerk for calling me boring, but I appreciated Eclipse’s intentions nonetheless. I was grateful to have another chaperone. Although I didn’t trust Eclipse with the kids before, I knew there was no one better to watch over them than the Prince of Hell himself. Eclipse might not admit it, but it was undeniable that he adored these children. I imagined that the Demon of Lust didn’t care for much. On the rare occasions he did have an attachment for something, he would take care of it unquestionably. This trait alone was what assured me that the kids were more than safe in his care.
After spending about an hour on my presentation for my public speaking class, my eyes were beginning to get blurry. I tiredly rubbed my eyes to clear out the fuzziness. Finding that my vision was still foggy, I relieved the strain from my eyes by taking in the sights around me. 
Things had changed since I last paid attention to the place.
An ocean of shadows now blanketed the once ashen sky, completely swallowing any shred of light. The only exceptions were the beams coming from the nearly full moon. The demonic laughter from the attraction’s speakers was still ringing sinisterly as people ran out of the maze, laughing amongst themselves while heading to the food stands. 
I was enjoying people-watching when I caught sight of two familiar looking baby midgets. Both were holding hands and holding the orange souvenir flashlights that Eclipse and I bought them. They were also running at full speed towards the corn maze. It took me a while to actually register what was happening. I kept staring until it hit me—
“WHAT THE FUCK?!” I shouted on impulse, nearly having a heart attack at the image of the little ones bouncing towards the corn maze without Eclipse chaperoning them. Oh my gawd! I knew I shouldn’t have trusted that careless Demon to watch the kids! Adrenaline filled me as I folded my presentation paper into my pocket and raced after them. “Kimmi! Sony!”
Upon hearing my shrieking voice, the kids stopped at the entrance of the dark maze.
“What are you two doing by yourselves?” I cried upon reaching them. My burgeoning eyes resembled that of an owl’s. “Get over here now!”
“Teacup,” Kimmi whispered brokenly, staring up at me. Her big brown eyes rippled with tears. Sony stood beside her, sympathetically patting her shoulder. She motioned helplessly towards the maze. “I-I lost my necklace. I think I dropped it in there. Anni and Lulu made it for me. I-I have to find it.”
I gave her a stern look, still catching my breath. “And you couldn’t ask me or Eclipse to help you find it?” 
“Eclipse was taking us to the bathroom,” Sony began to explain. As he spoke, Kimmi sniffled quietly and avoided eye contact with me. “Lulu and Anni had to go really bad, and so did Woo and Timmi. OinkOink went in with Lulu and Anni, and Eclipse went in with Timmi and Woo. Kimmi and I were waiting outside when she said her necklace was missing. She didn’t want the twins to know that she lost the necklace they made, so I told her I’d help her find it without letting them know she lost it . . .”
I let out a long breath, rubbing my temples in frustration. I understood that Kimmi was desperate to find the necklace before the twins got wind that she lost it, but I couldn’t relinquish the severity in my voice. 
“And you two think it’s safe and responsible to run in by yourselves?” I asked critically. “Why didn’t you come to me? I would’ve gone in with you.”
Kimmi bit her trembling lips, finally looking up at me with a heartbroken expression. “Ashtray was busy with the others. I-I didn’t want to bother you, Gracie. You were studying . . .”
I let out another weary sigh. Although I was guilt-stricken by her reply, it could not be denied that I was enjoying her misery all too much. It was at times like these that I truly wished I had my entire soul back. Only someone inhuman could find entertainment in seeing a child miserable. I hated that this person was me.
You will be better when you get your entire soul back, a hopeful voice assured me, momentarily placating my guilt. 
“Okay, okay,” I whispered, quelling her fears with a soothing voice. “We’ll find it.” 
For a second, I considered running to find Eclipse and letting him know that Kimmi and Sony were safe with me. However, when I noticed that it was getting mistier and the crowd going into the maze was dwindling, I decided that we had to get in and out of the maze as quickly as possible. It looked like it was going to start pouring rain soon and I didn’t want us to be caught in the storm. 
I stared hesitantly at the maze that now appeared more sinister under the cloak of darkness. 
With an uneasy breath lodged in my chest, I held their hands and ran into the fog-filled maze for the second time in what was going to be a very long night.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
“The blood of the moon shall come with him.”

33: Dark Dynasty
 
The pathway through the cornfield felt very different at night.
There was an eerie feeling that hung over the maze as we meandered along the dirt trail. The man-made fog and decorative skulls that were once so cool looked ominous under the night’s shadows. Besides a few dim pathway lamps and blue laser lights that streaked into the sky every so often, the maze was as dark as the night sky above.  
As we continued to follow the raucous crowd that accompanied us in the cornfield, the kids and I began to retrace our steps to find Kimmi’s necklace. We made a conscious effort to keep close to the masses during our search. It took us roughly twenty minutes, but after pointing our flashlights in every direction possible, we finally spotted a teal and pink beaded necklace on the ground. It winked at us from beneath the cornstalks. 
Overjoyed that she found her necklace, Kimmi hugged me tightly, thanking me profusely for my help. She did the same with Sony, whose smile was uncontrollable when he saw that Kimmi was happy again. 
“Yay, Kimmi!” he cheered with a clap of his hands. 
I shared their excitement, crouching down to help clasp the necklace around her neck. “Let’s put this back on you before we lose it again.”
After ensuring that the necklace was secure around Kimmi’s neck and telling her that she had to be careful next time, we swiftly ran after the crowd to make sure we weren’t left behind. Whilst falling into step with the rowdy college students, I could see that Kimmi was growing tired. We had already spent hours walking in this corn maze earlier in the day. I knew these extra twenty minutes had done a number on her small body. It was time for her to sleep.
“Kimmi, are you sleepy?” I asked delicately, stroking her soft pigtails when the hood of her jacket slipped off from the strong wind. I lifted it up and placed it back over her head.
“No,” she murmured under her breath. She peered up at me, her droopy eyes contradicting her words. “I’m okay.”
I could tell that she wasn’t, and I wasn’t going to let her overexert herself. Making up my mind, I picked her up and held her small body against mine. 
“I’m not sleepy though, Gracie,” she mumbled in my ear, her voice completely drowsy. She fastened her tiny arms around my neck, making it easier for me to hold her with one arm now that she was helping to carry her own weight. I could feel her chipmunk cheek position itself over my shoulder. Even unknowingly, she was starting to get comfortable for a nap.
“Well, I’ll hold you just in case you are, okay?” I said faintly, knowing that it was only a matter of time before she fell asleep.
“Okay . . .” 
And just like that, she drifted off and was snoozing in my arms. Once she was asleep, I looked down at Sony. He had taken possession of Kimmi’s flashlight to help guide us. 
“How about you?” I inquired, putting my hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay, Sony?”
“I’m okay, Gracie,” he assured, walking closely beside me. He flashed the two flashlights for us as we continued to trail after the crowd. 
With Kimmi now asleep in my arms, I recalled Sony’s mood from earlier in the day. Though he appeared to be in good spirits now, I felt the responsibility to make sure he was actually fine. If I was so keen on being human, then it was time to start acting like one, regardless of how uncomfortable it was for me.
“How are you doing since this afternoon?” I asked as we trekked over the damp dirt path. “I noticed that you were looking a bit down. Are you doing better now?”
He smiled, looking up at me. A layer of misty rain glowed on his face under the gleam of the moonlight. “I’m doing better now, Gracie.” 
“Yeah?”
He bounced his head in confirmation. His smile broadened. “Eclipse made me feel better.”
“Yeah?” I readjusted Kimmi to get a better grip on her. We stepped through the fog and made another turn. I didn’t expect to hear that answer from Sony. “How so?”
Sony’s face grew excited. Cheerfully, he said, “He asked me to tell him my stories and show him my drawings!”
A sense of warmth filled my typically cold heart. Sony had a propensity for storytelling in the most interesting way. Every time I visited Sanctuary, he would always have new drawings to show me. In addition to the drawings, he would tell me the stories that came along with his sketches. He was always so passionate about his work. I had to give credit to Eclipse for figuring out how to get into Sony’s heart. Nothing cheered Sony up more than talking about his beloved stories.
“What story did you tell him?” I asked curiously. 
“The one about Jen playing with four-leaf clovers next to the ocean.” 
I laughed, recalling him showing me drawings of his favorite red butterfly. It made me happy that Sony loved and trusted Eclipse enough to share those drawings with him. 
“I really like him, Gracie,” Sony said seconds later, his eyes gazing approvingly at me. He then added something that caused my cheeks to light up with fire. “He really likes you, Gracie.”
I concealed a bashful smile. Maintaining a mask of indifference, I casually asked, “He told you that?”
Sony shook his head. “I’m smart. I can tell.” Another smile lit his face before he boldly added, “I know you like him too, Gracie.”
This made me laugh. I was about to respond with my denial when an extremely dense fog started to stream in, leaving me so blinded that I could no longer see the crowd ahead of us. 
I looked at the man-made fog beneath us and assessed the new fog that just rolled in; the new one looked denser and more authentic. The misting rain had increased as well, triggering my nerves to come alive in vigilance. 
Staring straight ahead with a gnawing feeling inside me, I held Kimmi closer and grabbed Sony’s hand. I hurried us through the fog, desperate to catch up with the crowd. My plan to find the crowd proved to be tougher than I thought. The more our legs picked up speed, the more I realized that the rambunctious voices were getting further and further away from us.
“Let’s hurry, Sony,” I uttered, attempting to keep my voice even. I did not want to scare Sony, but I could tell by the coldness of his hand that he was terrified. 
My heart drummed uncontrollably. A slew of paranoid thoughts came deluging into my mind as I navigated around the maze. 
Did a Demon or Angel find me? Am I going to die tonight? I made a sharp left into another pathway within the maze. I continued to hold the kids tightly against me, my face becoming damp from the misting rain. 
No, it couldn’t be possible, I assured myself. There is still a veil over me. I’m fine. I’m just being stupid and paranoid. I’m absolutely fine.
My internal assurance may have been calm, but my physical actions personified utter hysteria. I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching us—or me in particular. 
I continued to barrel through the thick fog, hoping to bump into a group of people—any group of people—soon. Unfortunately, no matter how fast we walked, it appeared as if we were getting further away from civilization.
What was happening? Where was everyone?
Soon, the voices dimmed out completely and all that surrounded us were the cornstalks and the dense fog that seemed to be getting colder by the second. My insides clenched as the strange sensation of someone watching me became more potent. This . . . was not good.
“Gracie,” Sony started, his voice trembling while he walked closer to me. His face was chalk-white. “I’m scared.” 
“It’s okay,” I lied to him, tightening my grip on his hand. I was scared shitless, but I had to act brave in front of Sony. “Just keep close to me. We’ll be out of here in no time.”
But we weren’t out of the maze in no time. 
The more Sony and I walked, the more lost and disoriented we became. The fog became so thick that I could scarcely see my own hands. The distant sound of demonic laughter on loop caused panic to reverberate through me like an earthquake. Where was everyone else? Where on earth was the exit?
“Gracie,” Sony called again. His voice was quiet as the fog started to pile in like stacks of smoke. He rubbed his eyes to keep awake. He seemed different and completely out of it. “I’m . . . I’m getting tired. I’m r-really sleep—”
Before he could finish his words, his eyes abruptly closed. 
He fell forward, his small body heading towards the fog-canvassed ground.
“Sony!” I cried, instinctively bending down to catch him before he hit the ground. I had no idea how I gathered the strength, but with my free hand, I picked him up and held him against me. With both sleeping kids in my arms, I stepped over the flashlights that Sony dropped and started to run through the smoky haze. 
A nasty chill crawled down my spine. The terrifying feeling of someone watching me—and now following me—rolled over me like waves, triggering me to quicken my pace. As I maneuvered around the cornstalks, the looming fog within the maze continued to chase after me. 
“Ahhh!”
I screamed when I could’ve sworn I saw ghostly pale hands reach out from the shadows to grab me. In my fit of amplified hysteria, my mind wandered back to Eclipse. The last thing I wanted to become was a damsel in distress, but with all the menacing things he warned me about, I couldn’t help but wish Eclipse was here with me.
Get a hold of yourself and run, the voice within me scolded.
The fog thickened, and though my paranoia did not cease, I did as my instincts instructed: I stopped wallowing in self-pity, picked up the pace, and ran. I clumsily sprinted through the cornstalks, fear pounding relentlessly within my veins. Turning, twisting, pivoting . . . I felt like a rodent lost in a labyrinth that had no exit. My arms were burning from holding Sony and Kimmi, but I couldn’t bear to put them down and leave them behind. In desperation, I took a sharp left turn, going into an area I presumed would bring us closer to the exit. When I stepped forward, I found myself standing in a circular area that was completely free of cornstalks. 
The center of the maze.
The strange thing was that there was no fog inhabiting this circular part of the maze. It was as though the fog had a mind of its own and wanted no part in this ghostly spot. I wanted no part of it either. Determined to get out, I whipped around, burst into the fog, and kept moving forward towards the cornstalks, my feet anxious to get away from the center of the maze. I made a right turn, my mind recalling all the steps to take to avoid going back into that circle. To my horror, when I made that final right turn, I found myself in the exact spot I was trying so desperately to avoid. 
“Damn it!” I shouted, furious that I was back in this godforsaken area.
On pure survival instincts, I turned around, ready to make my second attempt of escape when a voice chilled my entire being. 
“So you’re the new hotshot.”
I whipped my head around at breakneck speed, my eyes following the direction of the disembodied feminine voice. I held Kimmi and Sony tightly, both of whom were still sleeping. As though on cue, the dense fog within the cornstalks started to dissipate slightly, giving me an unobstructed view of the silhouette standing in front of me.
“Wh–who’s there?” I stammered, trying to regulate the rising fear in my voice. 
Akin to burning incense, the fog rose above me, only stopping to suspend over the maze and block out the entire night sky. Soon, there was only fog present within the cornstalks and the air above me. 
I peered into the direction of the voice once more. I held my breath and waited for the mysterious woman to make her appearance. Even then, I knew it was futile to run. 
After what felt like forever, the woman finally stepped forward and revealed herself. 
My eyes widened when I was graced with the sight of one of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. Dressed in a form-fitting black dress, she was the embodiment of female perfection. She was tall, about 5’10, and had a thin, proportionate body that was perfect in all the right places. Her A-line haircut resembled the likeness of jet black silk as it danced in the calm wind and framed her porcelain face, which looked like it had been painted to perfection. 
Standing at a meager 5’2, I had never felt more inadequate beside another woman. I concluded right then and there that she wasn’t human. No human girl could look this deathly perfect and beautiful—it just wasn’t possible. 
Of course, no human girl could control fog like this either. 
I was definitely dealing with a supernatural entity. 
With this realization in mind, the rest of the conclusions came easily. She wasn’t human, and that meant she was an enormous threat to me. 
“What do you want?” I questioned, holding onto Kimmi and Sony with care. I was getting tired of holding them, but her presence made me feel more protective. Despite the ache, I refused to put them down.
I put on a mask of courage and watched her vigilantly.
The mysterious woman smirked at my false bravado. She silently approached me, walking in a slow circle around me once she was close enough. Her face pulsed with amusement while her cold gray eyes assessed me from head to toe. 
“If you’re worried about me killing you for your heart, then there is no need to fear, Source,” she finally announced. “Not everyone is looking to make a meal out of you.” 
My eyes enlarged exponentially. I was stunned that she knew I was a Source. From what Eclipse told me, it was extremely difficult to detect a Source. Not only because of the veil, but also because my blood had to be free-flowing for her to detect anything. I took inventory of myself. No part of my body was bleeding, so it made no sense that she knew my true identity. 
The puzzlement swelled inside me. “How did you kno—?”
“Let’s just say that I am powerful,” she dismissed loftily, not interested in going off topic. Her voice maintained its stoic tone. “I know what you are and the only assurance you need is that your existence is meaningless to me. I didn’t come here with any intentions to harm you.”
My gaze on her remained inflexible. “Why should I believe you?”
“You shouldn’t,” she told me arrogantly, unfazed by my hostility. Fog continued to percolate above us. “But what other choice do you have in this situation?”
In lieu of answering, I stole a second to look at Kimmi and Sony. It hit me how unusually quiet they were. They were sleeping soundly—too soundly for my taste. Something was off. Kimmi and Sony shouldn’t be this oblivious to what was happening around them.
The mysterious woman flashed a haughty smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “They’ll be fine,” she assured, reading my concerned thoughts. “They’re merely under a small sleeping spell. It’ll wear off soon.”
I opened my mouth to respond, but abruptly closed it when a strong breeze sped past us, blowing her hair backwards and revealing the full features of her face. A gasp escaped me when her imperfection was revealed. On her left cheek, from top to bottom, the entire skin was disfigured with a big silver scar. The knife scar wasn’t enough to take away from her unearthly beauty, but it was enough to distract one from it. I was thunderstruck by its appearance. How did she get a knife scar like that?   
“What, human girl?” she sneered, noticing my line of sight. A shadow crossed her face. “You act like you’ve never seen a scar before.”
I swallowed tightly, briefly feeling rude for staring at her scar. I redirected my focus to readjust my hold on the kids. My insides twisted uneasily. The fear I harbored against her was increasing by the second. I found it harder to conceal how afraid I felt. 
“W-who are you?” I stammered, wishing that all of this was just some horrible dream.
She grinned coldly, still walking in a slow circle around me. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
“What do you want?” I asked again, my voice firmer this time. Fear for my safety aside, my sadistic personality was becoming impatient. I was getting irritated with her haughty attitude. “If you don’t want to eat my heart or drink my blood, then why are you here?”
“To see what the fuss is all about,” she answered all too casually, her supercilious eyes scrutinizing me. “When news leaked that you killed your family, Hell was in wonder and awe. Every Demon wanted to convert you and everyone wanted to own your soul. They were so awed by your sadistic soul that many failed to realize that there was a possible Source in existence.” 
She laughed, shaking her head. 
“I knew there was something more to the six-year-old murderer, especially when the Elders down below placed a veil over you. Elders rarely get involved in the acquisition of human souls, no matter how coveted, and even more seldom do the Dark Majesties rally together. The mere fact that they all came to an agreement to place a veil over you is a big deal. I had a hunch that you were a Source and voila! With your body reeking like a barbequed pork last night, I knew that I was right.” 
She broadened her smile and finally stopped in front of me. Her hand reached out and played with the curls of my hair. Her actions were gentle, but her words were sharper than knives. 
“It is said that you will be a powerful Demon if converted.” She smirked once more, finding humor in all the expectations that surrounded me. No doubt she didn’t harbor the same reverence for me as the majority. “But to be honest, I see nothing special about you. If anything, I think it is likely you’ll die before you even get converted. I don’t see why Eclipse left the cushion of his throne for someone like you.”
I squared my shoulders once she mentioned Eclipse. She knows him. Why didn’t I piece it together before? Whoever she was, she had to be a very high-level Demon to be able to penetrate a veil that was powerful enough to keep Eclipse out—even he had to get help in order to penetrate it. 
I regarded her carefully, my mind churning about the possible relationship she could have with Eclipse. The most plausible possibility I came up with was that she had a romantic history with him. I considered this and found myself detesting the idea of it. I really didn’t want to be part of some screwed up love triangle, and to be frank, I didn’t want Eclipse to have any romantic ties with her. I may not have loved him, but I felt territorial nonetheless. The thought of him being with anyone else infuriated me. 
“Are you—?”
“Eclipse’s lover?” she interrupted knowingly. She grimaced to illustrate how ridiculous she thought that notion was. “Oh no. Definitely not.”
The relief I felt from her answer evolved into uncontrollable curiosity. The only other Demon I had met was Sloth. I didn’t learn much about Eclipse’s love life from him, so now that I was in the presence of another Demon, I felt compelled to get some dirt from her.
“Did he have a lot of—?”
“No,” she interjected snootily, already knowing the information I wanted. “Eclipse is an elitist in every sense of the word. He would flirt, but he never held enough interest in any of the slut Demons who threw themselves at him. If you ask me, I think Eclipse is too selective for his own good. It makes sense that he would go after the ‘famous’ murderer and it makes even more sense that he’d go after a Source.” She laughed derisively as she eyed me up and down. Her judgmental eyes made me feel more insignificant than I was already feeling. “Like I said, I see nothing special about you. You lack a certain ‘worthy’ quality to be converted from a Source into a full-powered Demon. To be blunt, you seem like a waste of time.”
“And what was the ‘worthy’ quality about my brother that made you fall for him?” a familiar male voice interrupted, bringing a stream of warmth back to me.
Eclipse.
From behind me in the ghostly fog, Eclipse emerged out of the darkness like a mirage. The maze that was once overpowered by the mysterious Demon woman changed hands. Suddenly, the entire vicinity was at the mercy of Eclipse’s presence. The haze of fog swam out of his path—as if kneeling before him in the utmost respect—as he advanced towards me.
“Do not bring him up,” the woman gritted. Animosity throbbed in her voice. Whoever this brother was, he and this Demon woman had a very tumultuous past. No woman, human or otherwise, would have had such a hostile reaction unless there was a history of betrayal—or heartbreak.
“You overstepped your boundaries when you appeared before her,” Eclipse stated unapologetically, still walking towards me.
The woman tightened her jaw. Clear annoyance for Eclipse and his arrogant attitude displayed on her taut face. 
“I was asked to help watch over you, remember?” she prompted tightly, evidently using all her willpower to keep her composure with him. She didn’t appear afraid of him, but she did appear tolerant of him. 
Eclipse’s focus traveled to the kids once he reached us. The heat from his powerful body jumped around mine once his towering frame stood protectively beside me. “And since when did watching over me consist of you appearing before her and the kids?” 
The woman waved a dismissive hand. “Please. The children are under a sleeping spell. Only Grace can see me.”
“Hi Teacup,” Eclipse gently greeted, favoring me with a heart-stopping smile. His tone of voice changed drastically from the woman to me. With her, he spoke with careless arrogance. With me, he spoke with humble charm. 
He glanced at the kids again, and without warning, he extended his hands out. Muscles bunched underneath the fabric of his shirt as he reached for Kimmi. He gingerly took a sleeping Kimmi from me and held her against his chest. From how easily he held her, he made it appear as though she didn’t weigh more than a feather. 
Kimmi stirred faintly from the exchange. Yet, as if Eclipse’s body was more comfortable to sleep against than mine, Kimmi simply murmured something, readjusted her soft pink cheek on his sculpted shoulder, and continued to sleep in his arms. 
Briefly ignoring the mysterious woman—and briefly ignoring the warm energy that gushed within me at the sight of Eclipse looking so domesticated with Kimmi in his arms—I distractedly asked, “Who’s watching the rest of the kids?”
If Eclipse was here, then it meant that the rest of the kids were alone. Being stalked by another mysterious Demon aside, I was still responsible for those kids. I couldn’t bear the thought of the others fending for themselves outside of the maze. 
“OinkOink is with them,” Eclipse said in a reassuring voice. 
While he said this, he also reached out for Sony. I quickly moved away from his reach, still holding Sony close to me. I frowned at his nonchalant answer. I couldn’t believe how careless he was. How was that big ball of white fluff going to take care of the kids if shit actually went down?
At the sight of my disapproval, Eclipse smiled in mild amusement. 
“They’re all in daycare napping,” he explained pleasantly. “When I came out of the bathroom, I realized these two little baby midgets were missing. I went looking for you to see if they were with you. It didn’t take me long to deduce that they were. I dropped the rest of the kids off at the daycare center and came looking for you right away. I figured the longer you’re without me, the faster you’d attract trouble. As it would appear”—he took a quick look around at the maze to make his point—“my instincts were right.”
“Interesting,” the woman interrupted brusquely, observing us with a mixture of boredom and irony. “A Dark Majesty leaves the cushion of his throne to come to the human world and play house with his new toy. If the world down under could see you right now, they’d throw a riot.”
Eclipse shot the woman an un-amused stare. “Are you here for a reason or are you just trying to piss me off? This is really not the time. I’ve been surrounded by screaming baby midgets all day. My eardrums hurt and I’m exhausted. I have a lot of pent-up frustration. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to be the outlet for all that aggravation.” 
I had to admit that it was a downright sexy sight to see Eclipse holding Kimmi with such care while sprouting such harsh words to this mysterious Demon woman. He looked like a hot domesticated husband that every woman dreamt about. All I could do was stare at their exchange in awe. 
The woman rolled her eyes at his words.
“I came to give you a warning,” she finally revealed to him.
Any potentially hostile remark died on Eclipse’s lips. He visibly tensed, growing quiet when her words hit him.
Encouraged by his attentive silence, she went on. “There are rumblings in Heaven and Hell right now about the ‘inception’ of a Source. After her little birthright event last night, it is safe to say that the majority now knows of Grace’s presence. Though they do not know specifically that Grace is a Source, they do know that a Source exists. Once the veil lifts, there are many things coming your way and many things that will attempt to find her. It will only be a matter of time before the Source’s identity is revealed.” She leveled a hard stare on Eclipse. “Fortunately for you, it is not known that there is a Demon trying to convert the Source. In that same token, unfortunately for you, there are others who are currently looking for you as well.”
Eclipse gazed at her in surprise. Amusement began to fill his stunned eyes. “There are others looking for me as well?” 
“Assassination of a Prince,” she added sternly, ignoring the humor Eclipse was injecting into this new development. “The only perfect time to do it would be when the Prince becomes a Dimmed Demon—an idiotic and suicidal move that none of your brothers would ever partake in.”
Eclipse’s lips curved in pride. He did not take any offense to her words. 
“Fortune favors the bold,” he stated proudly. 
“But it doesn’t protect them from death,” she corrected in a sharp voice. 
“I will keep that in mind,” Eclipse replied courteously, giving her a respectful nod. “Your inappropriate scheme of scaring Gracie aside, I do appreciate you taking the time to come here to let me know what’s going on with the rest of the world. I suspected that there were things happening already, but I had no idea that things were happening this fast or that I’m a target as well. Like I said, thanks for coming.”
“Just stay the hell out of trouble so I don’t have to come here again,” she told him stiffly. It was clear that all she wanted to do was see me for herself and give Eclipse that warning. Her work was done, and she wasn’t planning on staying in this maze any longer. 
She made a move to leave, but abruptly stopped when she remembered something. “Oh, and Eclipse?”
“Yes?”
“Do not attempt to find the missing part of her soul yet.”
My eyes nearly fell out of their sockets when I registered that she not only knew I was a Source, but that she also knew about the missing part of my soul. How on earth did this Demon woman know so much about me?
Eclipse appeared unfazed by her knowledge of all this “secrecy” as she continued to speak. 
“Wait for the hype to die down. There are Demons scouring the globe right now looking for the Source. It is best for you to stay here for the time being.” 
“She has a veil,” Eclipse responded coolly, unworried about her warning. “It will protect her from any Demon or Angel who seeks her.”
“Her veil has been weakened,” the woman stated, causing Eclipse and I to freeze in our positions.
“How?” Eclipse asked disbelievingly. 
“Perhaps it is because of her birthright event last night.” The line of her mouth hardened and she fixed Eclipse with a scrutinizing stare. “Perhaps it is because you disturbed the veil by having it momentarily lifted to find her. Whatever the reason, her veil is no longer as powerful. The veil’s power is strongest here because this is where she resides. If you leave this city, then the veil will get thinner. Demons who seek her will not be able to find her, but it does not prevent them from being able to ‘stumble’ upon her if she happens to be in close proximity. At that point, even if they are not seeking her, they will be able to see her. If they can see her, then it stands to reason that they will be able to detect if she’s a Source or not. If they find out that she’s a Source, then”—she smirked lethally—“we all know what happens then.” 
I swallowed uneasily at the thought of “stumbling” into Demons and them finding out that I was a Source. The mere thought paralyzed my entire being. One of the only things keeping me sane was the fact that I had a veil to protect me. Now that even my veil was becoming weaker, I had never feared the outside world more.
“Stay in Seoul for now,” the Demon woman finished, “I’ll let you know when it’s safe to venture out.”
“Great,” Eclipse remarked dryly, finally showing some distaste when it was announced that our plans to search for my soul had been postponed, “there are Angels and Demons looking to kill the two of us. We are quite the hotshot couple, aren’t we?”
“Did you think converting a Source would be a piece of cake?” the Demon woman mocked lightly. Her cold eyes assessed the notes that were sticking out of my pant pocket. “Though judging by how often this girl sneaks in studying between her life and death situations, it seems that the two of you truly think that it’s a piece of cake.”
“She’s a goody two-shoes.” Eclipse came to my defense at once, not realizing that he had hurtled a dig at me in the process. “She can’t help it.”
Before I could even begin to defend myself against these judgmental Demons, the Demon woman decided to interrupt me for the last time tonight. 
“Let’s hope for Eclipse’s sake that you live longer than I believe you will.” She smirked mockingly and inclined her head at me. “Good luck, Source.” 
Then within the blink of an eye, she disappeared. In the seconds to follow, the thick fog that came with her began to dissolve as well. 
 “Who is she?” I asked turning back to Eclipse when nothing but man-made fog surrounded us. Everything was clearer now and I felt more at peace. I held onto Sony, who was beginning to stir in his sleep. I tried to play it cool when I asked my next question. Although the Demon woman had already given me her answer, I wanted to hear his. “Is she your love interest or something?”
Eclipse nearly choked on his own laughter. He regarded me in amusement, clearly loving my envious behavior. “Why? Are you jealous, Teacup?”
“No,” I said quickly, flushing a little bit. Eager to save face, I promptly added, “I just can’t imagine what else she’d be. She not only knew I was a Source, but she also knew that a part of my soul is missing.” My eyes morphed into accusing slits. “It must mean that you confided in her and told her all of my secrets.”
“No,” he corrected at once, derailing my train of accusations. “It means that there is only one other Demon who knows you’re a Source and that you’re missing a part of your soul.”
“Sloth told her?” I uttered once I shadowed after his thoughts. Confusion twisted the features of my face. “Why would he tell her?”
“Because he knows that she was once asked to watch over me. Since his lazy ass is too lazy to do it, he relinquished the duty to someone else.” 
“Who is she?” 
“Her name is Lyna. She’s like my older sister. She and my older brother were close. He once asked her to help watch over me.”
My curiosity was piqued. “Which older brother was she close to exactly?” 
“Pride,” Eclipse thoughtlessly answered as we began to navigate around the maze, trying to find our way out. Now that the corn maze was clear of Lyna’s magical fog, I was confident that we would find the exit soon.
“Was she his lover or something?”
Eclipse provided an evasive shrug. “Or something.”
I wrinkled my nose in bitterness. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”
“I don’t see the point in wasting our time talking about the complexities of someone else’s relationship,” he said unenthusiastically. “If you want to know their history, then I suggest you ask her yourself.”
“I’m good,” I replied, remembering how much I disliked her. I could stomach asking Eclipse for dirt, but I would never go up to that woman and ask her about her personal life. She terrified me too much. 
Pushing my curiosity about someone else’s love life aside, I went back to a more important topic. “Are we going to listen to her? Are we going to stay in Seoul until she gives us the green light?”
“Like I said, Lyna is like my older sister and she keeps her word. If she has agreed to help watch over me, then she will do it to the best of her abilities. If she tells us it is not a good time to seek the missing part of your soul, then it is not a good time. She would never waste our time unless something big is brewing and our lives are truly in danger. We have to be smart about this, Gracie.”
I sighed, nodding my acceptance. I did not like the idea of postponing the mission to find the missing piece of my soul, but I also understood that we had to be strategic. We were going against powerful entities who would stop at nothing to find me—and kill me. If there was another Demon watching out for me, then I would gladly accept her help. 
The last thing I needed was to die before finding the rest of my soul.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"And when he is done, the dead sun will rise and the Ra’viiikv  will ascend."

34: Fallen Demon
 
I was very agitated for the next several days.
With Lyna having yet to give us the green light to leave Seoul, I found myself at a stalemate in terms of how to sort out my priorities. Since solving the mysteries of my life was out of the question for the time being, my main priority shifted to something more tangible and practical. At that moment, preparing for my upcoming speech was the most prominent thing on my mind. I know. How much of a goody two-shoes nerd could I be, right? 
“You look too stiff. Can you be less socially awkward when you’re standing up there?”
I peered at Eclipse from my notecard, blushing at his critique after completing my informative speech about Dante Alighieri’s The Divine Comedy for my public speaking class.
“Am I really that stiff?” I asked self-consciously, taking his criticism to heart. I was desperate to perfect this speech. Since I had an outspoken Demon by my side, I decided to take advantage of his presence. 
Dressed in a warm white jacket and blue jeans that were tucked into my boots, I blinked at him while I stood uncomfortably in the library study room. 
“You are a bit stiff,” Eclipse confirmed before flashing me a smile, “but you’re getting better every time. I’m very impressed, Gracie.”
My face brightened. This was the first praise he had given me about my public speaking skills. I was shocked and absolutely pleased. “Really? You don’t think I seem too nervous?”
“I really mean it, Gracie. I think you’re doing well.” As an even wider smile was about to take over my face, he slyly added, “Now let’s take a break.” 
My smile waned slightly. I let out a disbelieving breath. Was this why he was suddenly complimenting me? Because he wanted to take a break from listening to my speech?
Eclipse rose from his seat and came over to me. “I have somewhere I want to take you. I’ve been patient, waiting for you to finish up your schoolwork. Now that you’re done, let’s get out of here.”
“But my presentation—”
He gave me an assuring look. “You’re more than prepared for it. You don’t want to overdo it, do you? Give yourself some time to breathe. If you overdo it, you might really choke when the time comes to present it.”
“Don’t jinx me,” I chided. The thought of screwing up in front of a hundred classmates terrified me. 
 “Come on. Just a short break, Teacup,” he continued. He bestowed another coaxing smile before adding the icing on the cake. “I’ll give you your true grade for this presentation if you take a break with me.”
My eyes lit up at this unexpected offer. I couldn’t believe my ears. “Really?”
He blinked in confirmation.
I inwardly gasped, looking at Eclipse like he had offered me water in the sweltering hot desert. I hadn’t seen an “A” in so long that I was beginning to forget what it looked like. Oh, how I yearned to see that “A” again . . . They say that beggars can’t be choosers. Since Eclipse had decided to throw me a bone, I accepted it without shame. 
“Where are we going?” I asked breathlessly, still shocked that I had a chance of earning the perfect grade I deserved.
“To breathe.”
He extended his hand out, just like he did in the past when he was about to teleport me somewhere. Without a second thought, I took his hand. When our skin made contact, the warmth of the library dissipated and in its place was the cool wind. Instead of standing on solid ground, I was now seated in a confined space that was suspended in the air. With the ocean of stars swimming above us and the sea of carnival lights twinkling below us, I held my breath when I registered where we were sitting. 
“A Ferris wheel?” I spluttered out, taken aback by the gesture. Out of all the places for Eclipse to take me, I didn’t think it’d be a Ferris wheel.
“We don’t have this in Hell,” Eclipse shared softly, closing his eyes. He inhaled the fresh air before a cigarette appeared in his hand. He brought the cigarette to his lips and blew out a cloud of smoke that raked over the breathtaking scene ahead of me. “I’ve always wanted to see what the fuss was all about with this contraption.”
The view of the entire city hung brilliantly before us while the fresh air continued to glide gracefully around us. Eclipse was relaxed; I, on the other hand, was my usual paranoid self. I peered down at the brilliantly lit lot, fretfully checking to see if there was anyone down there who could see us.
“What if someone catches us up here?” I asked uneasily.
“You will not get caught,” Eclipse told me with his eyes still closed. The stars kissed the brown hue of his eyes when he opened them. “At the moment, everything is at my mercy and no one will step in here until we’re gone.”
There was something in the way he looked at me that made me feel safe. Nodding quietly, I sat comfortably in my seat. The Ferris wheel began to move, sending shivers of fear and excitement through my body. The sensation of amazement was further heightened when a square bottle appeared in my hand. 
I looked down to find the familiar “Jack Daniel’s” black label staring up at me. My favorite drink. The cap was already off. The rim of the bottle gleamed under the moonlight, coaxing me to drink from it. I turned to Eclipse to find that in his hand was another full-sized Jack Daniel’s bottle. 
“You trying to get me drunk?” I asked suspiciously, clutching the bottle tightly with one hand while holding my notecard with the other.  
Eclipse shook his head, taking his first swig of the powerful whiskey. Lazy satisfaction cascaded onto his face. “I can’t get you drunk, Gracie. You have a high tolerance for alcohol. You’re immune to its charm.”
“That’s not true. You know that Jack Daniel’s is a good alcoholic beverage to get even the best heavy drinkers drunk.”
He smiled sneakily, taking another gulp of the drink. “Do I?”
I frowned. “You’re trying to sabotage me before my presentation tomorrow, aren’t you? You’re trying to get me drunk so I’ll actually get an F.” 
“No, Gracie,” he replied with mild humor in his voice. He took a quick puff of his cigarette. “I know this is your favorite drink. I figured you’d be afraid of heights so I needed something to help ease your nerves.” He lifted the bottle up. “Jack Daniel is merely my partner in crime to help me quell your fears.” He chuckled, clinking his bottle with mine. “You deserve a drink after all the things you’ve been through lately, don’t you think?”
It wasn’t until he drank the whiskey for the third time that I lost my willpower. I had been incredibly stressed these past couple of days. As distracting as schoolwork had been, I needed something else to help ease my nerves. I couldn’t say no to Jack Daniel’s. 
No longer able to resist, I slowly brought the bottle to my lips. The contents of the bottle traveled down my throat and rested comfortably in my stomach, already helping to alleviate my fear of heights. I expelled a blissful sigh. Though I wasn’t drunk, I was pleased to feel my once tense nerves loosen. Drinking before a big presentation wasn’t something I did often, but in an extenuating circumstance like the one I was facing—being a Source of Evil and all—I figured I deserved a drink or two.
“Why do you keep bringing me to really high places?” I inquired after ingesting another gulp of my drink. My body warmed up substantially as I observed the world below me. Tremors were still overtaking my body, but I also felt amazed. I couldn’t deny the beauty of being up on this Ferris wheel, gazing down at the rest of the world from another vantage point. 
“I like knowing that no matter how afraid you are, as long as you’re with me, you’d feel safe.” Eclipse’s lips curved into a witty smile. “Plus, I like having you to myself. Standing on the ground would mean that I would have to share your attention with the rest of the world. If we’re on top of the world, staring down at the rest of creation, then I can have you all to myself.”
I scoffed, shaking my head. His answer, sweet as it was, wasn’t his real reason. “Why are we really up here, Eclipse?” 
He took a second to assess me with a thoughtful expression. “I want to make you feel better.”
“Who says I’m feeling down?”
His pleasant smile persevered. “A lot of crazy shit is taking place in your life, Gracie. You drown yourself in your studies because you want to be distracted from it. It is an effective distraction, but it isn’t always healthy. Since I’m around you constantly, I feel it is my duty to help relieve your stress in a more fun way—even if it’s only momentarily.”
I turned to him, taking note of the tone in his voice and how stressed he sounded. Judging by how much he was drinking, I didn’t believe his sole reason for coming here was just for me. 
“You didn’t bring me here to just make me feel better, did you?”
Eclipse released a quiet laugh and closed his eyes again to breathe in the fresh air. After taking another swig of his drink, he said, “I know I may not show it all the time, but I’m very stressed too.”
I raised a brow, amused with the poignant side that Eclipse was showing. “What could the normally collected and playful Demon be stressed out about?”
“You’re my soul mate now, Gracie,” he reminded me offhandedly, lifting his eyelids. His eyes were glowing a lighter shade of brown, seemingly becoming more luminous every time he opened them. “What goes on in your life affects me more than you’ll ever know. The more complicated your life gets, the more complicated mine gets. There is something out there with the missing part of your soul, there are Demons out there looking to devour you, and there are Angels out there looking to kill you.” He laughed self-mockingly, allowing another swig of whiskey to travel down his throat. “Since my existence is attached to yours, it makes sense that I would be stressed along with you, right?”
I grinned playfully at him. “What happened to being my big, bad Guardian Demon and being the only one capable of protecting me?”
Eclipse chuckled, leaning back as the Ferris wheel continued its rotation. “Just because I’m stressed out and need some air doesn’t mean that I’m incapable of protecting you. If anything, being stressed only means that I will do a better job of watching over you.” He flashed me another big smile. “Chin up, Teacup. You have every right to be stressed, but you shouldn’t let it consume you. We’re being given a small break from everything right now. We should enjoy it while it lasts.”
I smiled lightly at his suggestion before something interesting came floating to my mind.
“What did you mean when you said you wanted to see what the fuss was all about with this contraption?” 
“Humans seem to really enjoy this ride,” he noted in a nonchalant tone, his eyes running along the view. Nothing but appreciation inhabited his gaze. “For whatever reason, being suspended in the sky and moving in a circular motion seems to give you humans a stress-reliever of sorts. I wanted to see if it would work for the two of us since we’re both royally screwed by life.” He eyed me lightheartedly. “So you have to tell me, Teacup. Is this stress-reliever working? Are you enjoying this ride?”
I shrugged, taking in another drink. I feigned indifference. “I guess.”
Secretly, I loved it. How many people could say that they had an entire Ferris wheel to themselves—with a Demon, no less—while drinking Jack Daniel’s? Despite my fear of heights, I loved everything about it. I just didn’t want to admit to Eclipse that he finally did something right. 
With a knowing smile that secretly said, “I know you’re having a blast” he said nothing more. He merely sat closer and allowed his warmth to embrace me. 
Together we sat in the silence, smoking (on Eclipse’s part), drinking, and reveling in the scenery around us. 
“What’s the meaning of life?” I asked unthinkingly, breaking our pensive silence. I realized that it was lame. It was such a childish, mundane, and unimportant question in the scheme of everything I could have asked a Demon who had seen the lifetimes. Silly or not, the end result would be irrefutable. I would be the luckiest human alive if I found out the true answer to this eternal question. 
Jerked out of his reverie, Eclipse faced me, his expression quizzical. It looked like he was about to drop his cigarette because he was so staggered by the query I posed. “I’m sorry?”
“It just occurred to me that I might as well make use of you and ask you questions about the world,” I explained to him when I saw the curiosity spread across his face.  
Eclipse laughed warmly at my answer. He took a tiny pause to assess the childishness that emanated from me. No longer able to hide his affections, the Demon wrapped an endearing arm around my shoulder and pulled me close to him, tucking me close to his body.
“I’m not telling you anything, Gracie,” he whispered into my ear, his voice sounding absolutely melodic.
I gathered all the wits I had and frowned at him, fighting to get out from his hold. I wasn’t successful; he only held on tighter with care. 
“Why not?” I breathed out, my voice bitter not only because he wouldn’t tell me what I wanted to know, but also because I was enjoying being in his embrace all too much.
“The gift God gave all of you is a life filled with questions,” he replied in a wistful tone, carelessly stroking the curls of my ponytail. He exhaled the smoke with a relaxed sigh, staring thoughtfully at the starry skies. “It’s what helps wield your imaginations and it’s what keeps you living—it’s what gives you meaning in life. If I give away the answers to the most important mysteries of life, then you have no more reason to live for it. And what a bore that will be for you, Gracie.” He glanced down at me briefly, his eyes smiling sagely. “As a human being, you are blessed with ignorance. You should accept it as your bliss as opposed to discarding it as your burden.”
And there he inspired the most important question—a question that I couldn’t believe I had never asked. With bated breath, I voiced a question that sent goose bumps throughout my entire body. 
“Have you ever met God?”
The hard muscles of his body tightened.
For a transitory breath, his face was cool of emotions. 
The only sounds that could be heard were the howling of the wind, the light creaking of the Ferris wheel, and the soft swishing noises coming from our alcohol bottles. Even his cigarette seemed to have burned out at the verbalization of this question.
Face stoic, Eclipse took an unusually long swig from his drink. 
“I am a full-blooded Demon,” he finally answered, his attention more on stroking my hair and flirting with me rather than the conversation. He flicked his cigarette away, allowing it to fall to the mercy of gravity before it descended into oblivion. “I do not have the honor of meeting God.” 
“Honor?” I was surprised by his choice of terminology. “That’s an interesting choice of word.”
“Not all Demons have a negative perception of God,” he enlightened mildly. Even though he appeared apathetic with his answers, I could tell from the subtle inflection in his voice that he was more than invested—he just didn’t want to show me how invested he actually was. “I happen to respect God very much. I mean, I happen to respect power and God is an indisputably powerful entity. It only makes sense that I would admire and envy his station in life.”
“Why don’t you have the honor of meeting God?”
This time the stoic expression on his face lasted for several discernible seconds. 
With a controlled, even tone that throbbed with pent-up resentment, he finally showed some emotions when he answered, “Because of who I am. Because I am a pureblooded Demon . . . because I am the son of the first Fallen Angel . . . and because my father has performed the unforgivable sin and renounced God as the creator, God will never accept me. Because of things I cannot control, he will never deign to look upon me.” 
His gaze on me turned scrutinizing, almost envious. The strange thing was that he didn’t appear envious of me exactly, but of everything—and everyone—I represented: humans. 
“For someone as powerful as me, I am made to feel insignificant. My existence is overshadowed by the likes of your . . . kind.” 
I shouldn’t have provoked him, but I kept pushing him to continue anyway. “Why is my kind so special?”
“You’re not special,” he corrected, his eyes turning critical. “None of you are.” He went on, and no matter how offensive the content of his words, I knew that he wasn’t trying to personally offend me. Eclipse was simply expressing his resentment for my race. “There is absolutely nothing extraordinary about any of you. You are insignificant in a world so powerful. The only thing that makes you the envy of the rest of creation is that you are blessed. Though he created you to be weak and insignificant, he also gifted you with his unwavering love. You can disrespect him, renounce him, and hurt him all you want, but if you truly ask him for his forgiveness, then he will grant it to you because he knows that you do not know better. He accepts you for your imperfections. He accepts you for your weakness because, in truth, he created you to be that way.” 
He smiled self-deprecatingly, looking out into the distance once more. His face was pale and filled with emotions I couldn’t decipher. 
“I do not have that honor or that type of absolution. Instead, I am punished—damned the second I took my first breath. In a world filled with people who have renounced him as the Creator and defiled his name, he continues to love them from afar. But me, I’ve always known of his existence and respected his name. Yet he will never deign to look upon me.” He turned to me briefly. “This is the primary reason why God does not deal with hunting or killing Demons. This is why his Angels are his messengers and his weapons. There is an honor to being in his presence and he will never give that honor to a Demon.” 
Eclipse shook his head, laughing disbelievingly. A lackadaisical smirk contoured his lips while he emanated indifference. He closed his eyes for a second, as if making peace with God’s snobbery. 
“To be honest, it’s a shame that I can’t meet him because aside from the bitterness I hear from the Angels who fell with my father, I could surmise that he’s really nice and cool when you’re on his good side.” He grinned like a little boy would when talking about his favorite sports celebrity. “I imagine it would be fun to meet him, hang out with him, talk to him about the birds and the bees, and even play checkers with him.”
I raised a brow at his last words. 
Was it ironic that I found it endearing that a Demon would want to do such silly things with God? 
“Checkers?” I prompted, hiding a smile. “The very spawn of Satan wants to play checkers with God?”
Eclipse nodded unabashedly before carefully adding, “Don’t misunderstand though, Gracie. I may want to meet him, but this doesn’t change anything. He doesn’t believe in me because he has good reason not to. It is not in my blood to be loyal to him, to fear him, or to bow down to him. It will always be in my blood to want to dethrone him—to punish him for choosing humans over my race. It will always be in my blood to look at him as my enemy.”
I smiled coolly, nodding at his words. “The unending war between good and evil, right?”
He shook his head. “In my eyes, there is no war between good and evil. To me, anyone who goes against me is at war with me. If you piss me off and if you threaten my existence, then you will pay. It’s as simple as that.” As a huge gust of wind crashed like a wave upon us, Eclipse was brought out of his reverie. Sighing and relinquishing the spotlight on himself, he focused his attention on me instead. “What about you, Teacup? Do you believe in the almighty Heavenly Father above?”
Now it was my turn to place a cool expression on my face. 
I turned to the distance for a split second, looking up at the star-canvassed sky and then the world ahead of me. “I believe in the existence of God, but I do not believe that God exists for me.”
In my peripheral vision, I could see Eclipse tilt his head, curiosity dwelling in the depths of his eyes. “Care to elaborate on that?”
I shook my head as a silent way of telling him that he wasn’t going to get any more out of me. I may have felt comfortable opening up to him vaguely, but Eclipse would only get small admissions with me. I didn’t trust him enough to open up any more than I had to.
I tilted my own head at him and posed another thought that came to mind. “What did my six-year-old self say to you, Eclipse? About the thing you can do to get on my good side?”
A teasing glint shone in his eyes. Just like I had put up the walls with him, he was going to do the same to me. “It’s a secret.”
I batted my eyes at him disapprovingly. “You’re keeping a secret that I told you from me?”
A carefree grin appeared across his mouth. He leaned back and nonchalantly folded his arms. “Maybe one day I’ll tell you,” he appeased tauntingly. 
“That’s not fair.”
He lifted a challenging brow. “You keep things from me as well, Gracie.” He straightened himself and locked his gaze with mine. “Give me something in return and I will tell you all the secrets in the world.”
I studied him with careful eyes. “What else can I give you that doesn’t require my soul?”
He smiled enticingly, slowly moving his gaze downwards and locking it on my lips. The muscles in his jaw tightened. It was as if he was using all his willpower to not lean over and press his lips against mine. 
“If being intimate with me wasn’t so toxic to you, then I would’ve bartered for a single kiss long ago.” He smirked dryly to himself, his eyes running over me with appreciation. “What a pitiful state I’ve found myself in. I could have any woman I want, yet here I am playing abstinence with you and yearning for a simple kiss.” He let out a weary breath as he tucked my loose bangs behind my ear. “I cannot wait for the day when all of your veils are lifted—when I can truly have you all to myself.”
“How come you’re still single?” I couldn’t help but ask when I saw the leeway to do so. “Lyna says that you’re an elitist, but I imagine you’ve been exposed to the best of the best. Why haven’t you given yourself to anyone yet?”
He easily held my gaze, his fingers stroking the lining of my jaw with care.
“Would you believe me if I told you I just wasn’t interested?” He shrugged halfheartedly, bringing his hand down and pulling me closer to him once the cold air began to steal our warmth. “I’ve seen my fair share of the most beautiful women I will ever lay eyes on, yet none seem to possess the ability to hold my attention for very long. The only thing that truly consumed me was my pursuit of power. In human terms, I was a workaholic and the worst kind. That’s why I’m still single . . . because no one has interested me enough to pull me away from my first love—which is my undying love for power.”
I smiled at him, getting him right where I wanted him for the next stage of our conversation. “You didn’t voluntarily become a Dimmed Demon, did you?”
Although he feigned ignorance, I knew my words hit a nerve. 
“What do you mean?” he asked slowly. 
“I don’t know you very well, but I do know that you’re very power-hungry.” I gazed intently into his eyes. “Your overpowering arrogance tells me that you are not the type who would allow yourself to fall into this pitiful state unless you were forced into it somehow . . .” 
Eclipse expelled an amused chuckle. His teasing finger traced the side of my neck, sending electrical circuits flying through me. “It is very bold of you to suggest that I was forced to come here.”
Inflexibility pulsated in my eyes. I wasn’t going to let him charm his way out of this one. I was on to something and I wasn’t going to let it go.
“What did you do to become a Dimmed Demon?” I asked slowly and carefully. “What did you do to piss off your brothers so much? What did you do to make yourself such a hated entity in your world that even Demons are looking for you?” My eyes implored his to finally tell me the truth. “What happened that caused you to descend so far from your throne? Why are you nothing more than a Demon fending for his life right now? Why are you at the mercy of a human girl?”
The mocking expression that was supposed to deter me from this conversation waned on his face. He smiled, this time his expression genuinely impressed. “You’re not just a pretty face, are you, Teacup?” 
“Answer my questions, Eclipse,” I said in my sternest voice. Sensing that he would not give me what I wanted, I decided to charm the information out of him—just like he did with my six-year-old self in the police station. “I promise I’ll like you more if you answer.”
His brows cocked up in amusement. “You’re using your affections as a bargaining chip?”
I nodded, hoping that my own charms would be enough to butter him up. Luckily, it seemed that Eclipse’s obvious liking to me helped seal the deal. Trimming down a layer of his wall, he finally bequeathed me with the answer I was seeking.
“The first thing you should know about me is that I’m not a good guy,” he told me simply, his expression serious. “I’m sure you know that already, but I want to clarify that even when compared to other Demons, I am still not the good guy. I may appear nice because I dote on you, but I’m not like this with anyone else. And to be perfectly honest with you, I am slightly taken aback with this . . . kinder . . . side of me, but I attribute this out-of-character trait to being a Dimmed Demon. In any case, where I come from, I am a very hated entity.”
“Why?” 
Then, as we sat suspended above the world, defying gravity and swimming with the air, he finally revealed the true reason for his current state in life.  
“I am a Fallen Demon.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Nothing big is coming, my love."

35: Soul Mates
 
My eyes enlarged at the strange term. “A Fallen Demon?”
He nodded.
I was stunned with what he was sharing. “How did you become a Fallen Demon?”
Eclipse stared deep into my eyes, his gaze challenging me to deduce the answer myself. “How did my father fall from Heaven?”
“He tried to overthrow God,” I answered mindlessly before my eyes widened further. It was then that I realized Eclipse’s sin. “You tried to overthrow your father?”
He nodded again, regally folding his arms over his chest as only a Prince could. “I tried to overthrow the monarchy he created. I’ve always been known to be a very ambitious Demon. With this type of disposition, a shared governance is not one that sits well with me, especially a weak and flawed shared governance at that.” He peered up at the dark skies, his brown eyes taking on a darker hue. “If I don’t agree with the politics of a governing body and if I think it could be better under my sole reign, then I’m not the type of Demon who campaigns for support—I demand it. I take it by force.”
I could hear my heart beat in my ears as I stared at him with anticipation.
“What happened?” I asked almost breathlessly, trying to keep my excited voice down. It astounded me that he was opening up to me. I was all ears.
“I gathered my army, brought forth one of the biggest wars in Hell, and attempted to overthrow my brothers from the monarchy my father created.” He sighed regretfully. “Obviously my plans of being the greedy younger brother didn’t pan out. When I was overpowered by my brothers, I was thrown into captivity and ultimately punished for my ‘treason’ against the established monarchy.”
“Why weren’t you killed for what you did?” I asked, posing the most obvious question. “Why are you still alive?” 
And why are you here with me? I asked in my mind.
A half smirk formed on his mouth, resentment threading his face. “Because it is not in the blood of myself or my brothers’ to kill each other. We all stemmed from our father so in that respect, we would never let each other die. But just because death is not an option, it doesn’t mean that we do not enjoy watching each other suffer.” His focus meandered across the brightly lit booths below us. “As my punishment from my Elder Brothers, my powers were stripped.” He swallowed tightly. “To be stripped of the full potency of my power is quite possibly one of the worst punishments anyone could give me. When they locked me in my Kingdom and left me to brood over my pitiful state, I had given up all hope in life.” 
The anger emitting from him was difficult to ignore. Even in the silence, I could feel his fury seep into the air, thickening it with rage. Humility wasn’t a strong suit for such a prideful Prince. 
After several heartbeats of allowing the silence to envelop him, his eyes found mine again. Almost immediately, the resentment melted away to reveal an appreciation for me.  
“Then one day I remembered your existence. A girl so desired in my world that a veil was placed over her to protect her from Demons and Angels alike. A girl so special that it is speculated amongst the Royal Court that she is a Source of Evil, a rare breed that comes once every several lifetimes. In the most pitiful state of my existence, I remembered you and your existence. It occurred to me that one ambition might have been taken away from me, but that didn’t mean my quest for power had to end.” 
He smiled gently at me. 
“You gave my life meaning again, so-to-speak. Although they saw tremendous value in you, none of my brothers would ever risk their existence to convert you. It is notoriously known that a Source is difficult to convert—something always gets in the way for anyone who attempts it, basically making it a guaranteed suicide mission.” He let out a prideful sigh. “No matter how dangerous you are, in the end, I knew that you were going to be worth everything. Converting you would bring me back the power and glory I’ve always wanted for myself—and I was willing to put everything on the line for that reward. So I went to my brothers and the Elders of my world. I told them that although I knew my punishment was to be jailed in my Kingdom for the rest of eternity, I wanted to take my ambitious nature elsewhere. Since no one was keen on risking themselves to convert a potential Source, I told them that I would do it as a means of ‘redeeming’ myself. The deal was that I would acquire your soul, bring you back as a soldier of Hell, and return to my original station in life.”
“Everything you do is for the glory, isn’t it, Eclipse?” I finally asked caustically. 
I appraised him in disappointment. Don’t get me wrong. I never once suspected that he had honorable motives when it came to being here with me (and it was a relief that he was finally being honest). Regardless, it still sucked to hear that I was nothing more than a tool used to bring him back to his original state in life. 
Sensing my reserved hostility, Eclipse moved closer to me.
“I’m not going to tell you pretty little lies, Teacup,” he said softly, his fingers delicately stroking over my cheek with care. “I’m not going to tell you that I’m here because I’m in love with you because this will never be true. The truth is: I came here because I was at a dead-end in my life and everything that you represent is my second chance to make things right—to reclaim my rightful throne.” 
His lips quirked upwards while his eyes gazed favorably at me. 
“Not to mention converting you would mean that I would be able to succumb to my own desires. I’ve never had anyone hold my attention and interest like you do. I will never love you, but my lust for you seems to be growing stronger every single day. It would be a lie if I were to tell you that I haven’t become attached to you as well.” His soft eyes stared into mine. “However angry you may be, you should know that I’ve taken a strong liking to you. You have become very special to me, Gracie. Hell, if it keeps going like this, I think my lust for you might rival my lust for the throne.”
Though I was briefly touched by his words, I couldn’t shake my irritated thoughts about everything he shared with me. “I used to think that I was a selfish and self-absorbed person, but you take the crown for being the most self-serving entity in the world. You are unbelievable.”
He grinned, accepting my insults with grace. “I told you I’m not the good guy in this equation. I’ve told you from the beginning that I will never love you—that all of this is just physical attraction and lust. I’m a Demon, Gracie. My intentions will never be selfless.” 
His fingers lightly brushed against the skin of my cheek. 
“Your only true consolation is that no matter how skewed my intentions may be, I have taken a very strong liking to you. It just so happens that seeing you happy makes me happy as well. Since this is the case, the bottom line is that I will always take care of you. I will protect you, I will keep you safe, and I will kill anything that threatens to take you away from me. My selfishness, my own need for self-preservation, and my inability to love anything more than myself will help seal this guarantee of mine to you. You don’t have to worry, Teacup. I am selfish, but I do take care of the things that I treasure. And you are no exception to that rule.”
My heart skipped a beat as his words rolled over me. Though I probably shouldn’t be, I found myself faintly touched. The Demon did not confess his love, but the very fact that he allowed himself to grow attached to me—to care about me—was a big concession in itself. I have never had anyone say such nice things to me. 
I did not know how to respond. I wasn’t good with this sentimental stuff. Nevertheless, I knew that my silence said it all. I would never believe him entirely, but at that suspended moment in time, I believed everything he told me.
Perhaps Eclipse isn’t as diabolical as I deemed him to be, I thought tentatively. 
I slowly grew lost in the pools of his eyes, finding it difficult to turn away from him. It wasn’t until his hand cupped my face that all thoughts dissolved into oblivion. A companionable silence overtook us in the most basic of ways. The increments of time became irrelevant; all that seemed to matter was reveling in one another’s existence. While the cold wind swam like an ocean around us, canvassing over us and hiding us from the rest of the world, Eclipse did something that caused my heart to skip a beat.
In a fluid movement, he leaned in. He pressed his forehead against mine while his hand held my face, sending slivers of warmth into my already flushing body. I wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol rendering me weak or my own lack of self-control, but I couldn’t force myself to move away from him. Instead, I inhaled his enticing scent, enjoyed the heat jumping out of his powerfully built body, and savored the sensation of being the object of his affection. 
Then with deliberate slowness, his nose nipped affectionately with mine as I imagined Eskimos would do to “kiss.” The intoxicating scent of Jack Daniel’s, along with his own natural scent, overwhelmed my senses as I flushed at his sensuous actions. It was pure irony that we were both old enough to have intercourse, yet we were playing with each other as if we were children. If I weren’t the other person in this scene, I would’ve laughed.
As though surprised by the way he was behaving, Eclipse subtly brought us out of the intimate ambiance we were in. He may have been open-minded about divulging some aspects of his life, but he was not open-minded about appearing vulnerable in front of me. 
“. . . Do not fall for me,” he whispered softly. His once brown eyes darkened into an obsidian hue. It was more exotic now. It was less human, more immortal, but still utterly intoxicating.
It took me a few heartbeats to register what he said and several more heartbeats to grasp the precarious situation I was in—that I was actually allowing Eclipse to tease me without putting up a fight.
“Excuse me?” I uttered in confusion, coming out of my daze.
The ardor in his eyes remained, yet his words sounded firmer than ever before. 
“Do not fall in love with me, Gracie,” he reiterated. His dark voice pulsed with a mixture of desire and restraint. His hand was still cradling my face with care while his thumb caressed my bottom lip. “Take me as I am, entertain yourself with me, but never fall in love with me. I am capable of many things, but love is not one of them.”
My eyes sharpened in offense. I pulled out of his hold, finally regaining my sensibilities. Attempting to hold onto whatever wit I had left, I firmly asked, “What on earth would possess you to believe that I would fall in love with you?”
He smiled lightly at my hostile actions. A free hand was now gliding through my hair, stroking it with adoration. 
“Just a fair warning, Teacup,” he said with amusement. “I would break your heart if you saw me as anything more than extravagant sex.”
I knew what he was saying: “Enter and play at your own risk.” I scoffed to myself, shaking my head at him. He didn’t need to tell me those rules. I already had them engraved in my selfish and self-serving mind. 
“Do not think so highly of yourself, Ashtray,” I told him, my voice pulsing with confidence. Who would be naïve enough to fall for him of all things? “Only the foolish would fall for the Demon of Lust.”
He smiled approvingly, pleased with my answer. His gaze fixed on my lips, staring at them as if memorizing every curve. “I know you’ll be smarter than that.” 
With that warning out of the way—and as if no longer able to control his own desires—he suddenly leaned in.
His decadent lips were a breath from meeting mine when I said, “Don’t fall for me either.”
Eclipse stopped just before our lips met, his hot breath caressing over my lips. His eyes appraised me, his gaze finding hilarity at the hypothetical and improbable event in which a Demon would ever fall in love with a human girl. 
When I saw this, I smiled challengingly at him. Even though I knew he would never fall in love with me, I wanted to put it out there to make myself appear dangerous as well. 
“You will regret it if you do,” I added ominously. 
“I know I will,” he agreed before giving up all self-control. He slowly moved his lips towards the base of my neck. His wicked mouth kissed the sensitive skin there, causing a maelstrom of pleasure to erupt within me. His lips traced up the column of my neck, leaving white-hot kisses in their wake. As he left me sighing in bliss, he murmured, “I’ve fallen too far from my throne already. God knows I don’t need to fall any further from grace . . .”
Lost in a haze of need, my breath lodged itself in my chest. I indulged in the feel of him braising his sinful lips along my neck, praying that this glorious experience would never end. His kisses along my neck were slow, sensual, and exhilarating—it felt as if he had all the time in the world to sit there and brand me in a way that no human man ever could. An involuntary mewl of pleasure escaped my lips, and he groaned in approval, his lips becoming more fervent. 
I was becoming mindless from the extravagant pleasure when I felt warm blood trickle from my nose.
Aware that my body was getting ready to deteriorate from the intimacy of his touch, Eclipse reluctantly extracted his lips from my neck and gave me one last lingering kiss to my collarbone. 
I came out of my hypnotic state the moment he lifted his head.
I stared at him, dumbfounded by his satisfied smile.
“Wh–what?” I asked him dazedly. 
“It would appear that the key to being intimate with you is starting off small and gradually increasing the intensity. A little bit of kissing here and there to get your body warmed up for what I want to ultimately give you.” When he saw that the confusion was still present on my face, a dangerous expression marked his own. He then verbalized his explanation in clearer terms that had my heart pounding in shock. “It took you longer to get your nosebleed tonight, Teacup.”
I gaped at him. My entire face was beet red from his words. 
“You were experimenting with my nosebleeds?” I asked in disbelief, nearly choking on my own outrage. 
He chuckled teasingly. The rich sound came out so sexually charged that it took all my willpower to not pounce on him right then and there. “You didn’t truly believe I’d be a good boy this whole time, did you? That I’d merely resort to playing teasing games with you when I want you this much?”
“So, what?” I asked tightly, inwardly trembling from what he was insinuating. I was inebriated, but I was aware enough to know when my existence was on the line. “You’re going to keep ‘warming’ me up every night?”
He nodded mischievously, proudly finishing the last of his whiskey. “Until the marathon comes, yeah. I think that’s what I have to do.”
I gulped, nervously clenching onto my cold alcohol bottle. “Marathon?”
A devilish grin played on the corner of his lips as he nipped our noses together. “Oh, yes. It’s going to be one hell of a marathon, Teacup.”
I blinked at him in disbelief. “I could’ve died,” I uttered in a horrified voice. “If your theory didn’t pan out, I could’ve died right here.”
“But you didn’t,” he crooned cheerily. He laughed while openly staring at my lips. “If anything, I think you’re more alive than before.”
The fire on my cheeks burned brighter. It was true that I had never felt more alive, but I feared what admitting this would do. I did not want to encourage Eclipse to continue to tempt me. I didn’t want to encourage my own death if he should one day miscalculate and kill me on the spot.
Deciding that giving no response was the better tactic, I nervously tucked my bangs behind my ears and shifted away—at least as much as being in a Ferris wheel seat would allow me. 
Taking note of my evasive actions, Eclipse maintained his pleasant mood by asking, “Going to play hard to get again, Teacup?”
“Shut up,” I mumbled instinctively.
“I thought I’d be on your good side now,” he continued slyly, “considering all those pretty sounds you were making while I was teasing you.”
“No,” I lied quickly. “You’ve only managed to make me more bitter.” I sighed, wanting nothing more than to move the conversation along. I lightly nudged his arm to distract him from continuing with his advances. “Tell me something else.” 
Eclipse bunched his brows together. “Something else?” he repeated perplexedly. 
I bounced my head, feeling extremely curious now that I had steered the conversation in another direction. Although I was still feeling disconcerted with my behavior seconds prior, it wasn’t enough to override my curiosity about him. Eclipse was the embodiment of an enigma; he was outspoken, but he was also extremely private. It went without saying that I loved it whenever he was open with me. If I could, I would spend the rest of my lifetime listening to his life story. 
“Come on,” I coaxed, trying to use my charms. I sweetly batted my eyelashes at him, silently urging him to give me one more hit of the truth before we ended the evening. 
Truthfully, I didn’t think he would continue to be so open with me. I suppose he was still pleased from being intimate with me—or perhaps he was really drunk—because, much to my own surprise, he actually answered me. 
“In addition to being here with you,” he shared in a low voice, his voice hushed and teeming with secrecy. Judging by the undertone in his voice, he was surprised that he was getting ready to tell me this as well. “There is something else that I have to seek while I’m here.”
Interest piqued in my drunken eyes. “What?” I whispered just as quietly, hearing nothing but the wind crash against my ears. “What else do you have to seek—?”
“Am I interrupting something?”  
And just like that, our heartfelt moment was placed aside when Eclipse finally heard from the one we had been waiting for. I could feel Eclipse’s secretiveness return again. Perhaps in another broken moment in time, we’d reconvene with this conversation. As of now, there were more important matters to tend to. 
The green light we had been waiting for was finally here.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“Not even God can break us now.”

Epilogue: In the Beginning

 
Standing three seats below us, dressed in another one of her black dresses, Lyna peered up at us. Her eyes rippled with dry amusement. 
“Don’t you two look adorable together?” she stated mockingly, her face void of emotions.
“Is everything cleared?” Eclipse prompted without delay, not even deigning to give a response to her derisive comment.
“Enough of it,” she told him, nodding and giving us the okay. A tint of unease darkened her expression. “Be careful. I’d go as soon as possible if I were you, before more Demons come and more trouble finds you. If possible, travel only by car. The less public transportation and interaction with the general public, the better.” 
She gave us a bored smile that didn’t reach her eyes. With a stiff wave of goodbye and an exit statement that sounded more like a forewarning than well-wishing, she disappeared into the night.
“Be careful, don’t get into too much trouble, and good luck. You two will need it.”
We lapsed into a strained silence after she vanished into thin air. After days of waiting for Lyna’s appearance, I thought we’d be giddy with excitement. Our reactions turned out to be the complete opposite. Rather than being excited, we were wrought with anxiety. It was startling to know that we were finally permitted to venture out into the world to find the missing part of my soul. We were finally permitted to start this perilous journey.
I swallowed uneasily as I felt rain begin to cascade over us. The cold droplets hit my face, causing me to shiver uncontrollably. I did not anticipate being this afraid.
After what felt like an eternity, Eclipse finally broke the silence. “You ready to go find your soul?”
I nodded shakily, my heart racing. I was deathly afraid, but I had to overcome it if I wanted a chance of being a normal human “Yes. Where should we start?”
“Where it all began.”
My heartbeat slowed. I had always known that Serenity would be our first destination outside of this city, but I did not mentally prepare myself enough for this moment. I had not stepped foot into my family’s home since I was six. Now that it was confirmed that I was the one who murdered my family—and that an evil entity was likely with me that night—I had never wanted to avoid that house more. I desperately wanted to find my soul, but I was terrified of what I would unearth from my past. 
I hesitantly peered out into the rain-strewn world and attempted to rally all the strength I had left. Prior to this moment, I would simply look into the horizon with great amazement. After being given the green light to return to my hometown, all I saw now was a vicious world filled with malevolent entities that were waiting to kill me. The world felt so much more dangerous. If I could, I would never go out there.
“Everything looks so much more menacing out there, doesn’t it?” I whispered thoughtlessly. 
Eclipse sighed in agreement, his expression conveying to me that in order to gain riches, we must take risks.
“Yes.” As though reading my worried thoughts, he tightened his jaw. “But in order to get to you, they must go through me.” Resolve shrouded his features. His eyes held mine and promised me unwavering protection. “I will destroy anyone who dares to come after you. I will keep you safe until the very end.”
“Whose end? Yours or mine?” I murmured lightly, surprised at myself for being able to make a joke—if only minutely—at a time like this. The overwhelming fear must have completely fried my rationale.  
Delight colored Eclipse’s expression. He found utter amusement in my attempt at a joke. 
“Ours,” he amended softly, playing along with me. “Until our story together ends.” An enigmatic smile graced his lips. “Fortunately for us, I think our story together has only just started. We have a long journey ahead of us—it will be a while until we reach our end.”
My heart expanded at his words.
In that frozen moment, Eclipse no longer appeared like a seductive Demon, but a lethal instrument of mass destruction. All of creation may have been after me, but I had the most dangerous weapon in my corner. For better or for worse, our lives were intertwined. It was us against the world and I was grateful to have him by my side. There was no one better to accompany me on this dangerous mission than the spawn of Satan himself.   
Feeling marginally better, I returned his smile. Together, we lapsed into another thoughtful silence. Like sleepwalkers, we gazed at the world beneath us. The city night twinkled while the land that lay beyond it looked dark and ominous. I felt as though this city was telling me to stay, to not leave and venture into a world where danger awaited me.
During my silence, I drew my focus to Eclipse. 
He was staring out into the vista where a new storm was brewing in the distance. Streaks of lightning lit up that dark part of the world while thunder rumbled throughout the skies. Despite his assuring words, I saw in Eclipse’s eyes that there were more secrets he was holding—secrets that told me this expedition to find my soul was going to be a hundred times harder than he let on.
Eclipse continued to look ahead, gazing in the direction where the entire city of Serenity awaited us—where the next part of our journey awaited us.
“Are you really ready for this one, Teacup?” he asked seconds later, sensing the trepidation that continued to canvass over me. “Are you sure you’re ready for what’s to come?”
I knew what he was referencing. He was asking if I was ready to revisit my home, if I was ready to confront my sadistic past.
In that instant, it seemed as if the Heavens were watching in anticipation for my answer as well.
I remained quiet because I couldn’t find the strength to answer him. 
“It’s only going to get more dangerous from here,” he went on, wanting to ensure that I was ready. He wanted to find the missing part of my soul, but he also wanted me to be fully prepared. “If you want to turn back, now is the time to do so.”
I peered into the vastness of the horizon where my hometown laid—the place where it all began and the place I feared most. My entire being quivered in dread. If Eclipse’s apprehension was a precursor of things to come, then I knew we were in for a world of Hell. 
With the fresh rain pelting down, I continued to stare into the distance for several lingering seconds before I inhaled deeply. 
I may have been afraid of what was to come, but I was afraid of losing my soul more.  
“I don’t want to turn back,” I finally said with decisiveness. I locked eyes with Eclipse, voicing irrevocable words that would set the next stage of our unforgettable journey into motion. 
“I’m going back to where this whole nightmare started. I’m going home.”
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