
        
            
                
            
        

    
Contents




Dedication

Chapter 1 - Here We Go

Chapter 2 - Work Sucks

Chapter 3 - Hot Ski Pants Are Not For the Faint Of Heart

Chapter 4 - Hangovers Are The Real Demons

Chapter 5 - Enter The Guy

Chapter 6 - Back To School

Chapter 7 - Intuition

Chapter 8 - Nasty Flu Bug

Chapter 9 - The Art Of Folding A T-Shirt

Chapter 10 - The Past

Chapter 11 - Parlez Vous Francais

Chapter 12 - Seduction 101... Well Not Really

Chapter 13 - The Rules

Chapter 14 - Intervention

Chapter 15 - Date Night

Chapter 16 - Dick Head

Chapter 17 - Take Two

Chapter 18 - Anti-Normal is the new black

Chapter 19 - 20...Wait. More like 200 questions.

Chapter 20 - A Little Bit Bad

Chapter 21 - Dad's Going to Lose his Sh*t

Chapter 22 - When life gives you lemons, have a pity party

Chapter 23 - Picnics Blow

Chapter 24 - The Dark Side

Chapter 25 - Stranger Danger

Chapter 26 - The Devils Pit, Part deux

Chapter 27 - Forgive? Yes, but never forget

Chapter 28 - Hunted

Chapter 29 - The Wrath of Dad

Chapter 30 - And now the wrath of Gabs

Chapter 31 - Home Sweet Base camp

Chapter 32 - D-Day

Chapter 33 - Plan B

Chapter 34 - The Big Bad

Chapter 35 - Recovery's a Bitch
















For Troy. For putting up with my whims.







































Chapter 1

Here We Go




We all have secrets. Dirty little dark secrets that we wished could stay locked in the proverbial closet forever. I never thought little old me would have one of those giant shit storm secrets but there you go. Life is never simple and has a lovely way of kicking you in the arse on the way down.

I should preface that I 'might' have wished for a secret like this just a few short months ago. A revelation that would have changed everything I knew to be true. Something that brought me to the reality I always fantasized about, but now desperately want to escape. I hear the old cliché 'be careful what you wish for' repetitively screaming in my ear drums while I pace the damp, cold woods, awaiting a most certain and icky death, palms sweaty and a full on panic attack coursing through every fiber of my being - yup, this secret I could do without.







I can still feel the soft cotton fabric of his shirt under my fingertips, the heat radiating through it from his skin. The cool mottled stone wall pressing into my back through my black satin slip dress. A soft yellow glow spilling out from a small window above us is our only illumination. The pressure from his body leaning into mine as a flush of heat courses through my veins, pulling him so close, we appear to be attached to each other from our lips to our toes. An electricity is flowing between us, I can almost see the charged glow surrounding our entwined bodies.

I can't see his face, unrecognizable and cloaked in shadows, his lips trailing heated kisses down my cheeks to my throat, down my neck and... ahem better stop there. I WILL say that if that wall could blush it would.

The air is humid; dark and damp. Not a breath of a cool breeze reaching us down that deserted alley in Paris or Rome or Spain, I never reach the point of knowing where I am or who this guy is with me, but it's always the same. You'd think after having this dream a zillion times, I would perhaps clue in to the outcome during our epic make-out session, but I never do. There is no Ding! Ding! Ding! You're going to kick it Stella! Nope. Every time it happens I am left in utter shock and paralyzed with terror. In a word, I'm screwed. 

My hand snakes down his front, finding the hem of his shirt, pulling it up and reaching under to his lean torso. That is when it happens; when it always happens. A searing pain slicing across my mid-section as liquid crimson pours out of my stomach in pints. I see the pool start to form as it slides down my legs and all over my glossy red pumps; unable to tell where the shoe stops and my blood begins. I am transfixed, unable to move, a morbid fascination as I watch my life bleed out of me. It is then that I am jolted upright, gasping for breath in a revolting sweat.    

The panic attack that follows is the worst. It consumes me in a way I could never truly translate to someone who's never had one. The feeling is indescribable. My shrink has wrapped it in a neat little present and explained it to my Dad as a feeling of helplessness, like you are trapped in a room with a starving lion, unable to escape. Paralyzed with fear, I want to run, scream, yak up a lung... it supremely SUCKS. 

Dr. O'Leary has given me this genius book that is going to 'control this fear - mind over matter!' I am to visualize my 'happy place', check in for a visit, and hang out until I feel peachy. Um, yeah, sorry to disappoint you doc, but it always eff's me up royally and I think my apartment is condemned.

About 10 minutes later, I am better but exhausted - it always drains me out. Flopping back down onto my pillow I smack my head on something flat and hard. The latest Kelley Armstrong novel is still sharing my pillow as I dozed off mid paragraph; that's going to leave a mark. I couldn't seem to settle last night, tossing and turning before I finally succumbed to reading one of my favourite horror series authors. It always seems to calm me down and relieve the busy brain.

Clearing my head, I can now smell the sensory alarm clock wafting up from the kitchen. It makes me smile when my stomach unexpectedly yowls in anticipation. Dad must have gotten back late last night. I wasn't expecting him until later today, but sometimes he comes home early so he can do an impromptu bed check. Perish the thought that I decide to be a big whore and bring some random guy home with me. I mean has he seen my senior class? I know he feels like he isn't really 'there' for me all the time as he job is very frequent flyerish, so I don't mind the parental intrusions every now and then. He gives me lots of freedom and I'm actually not a big whore (I know, big plot surprise right?), so it's a win win situation for both.

This has been our Saturday ritual for quite some time now; a standing breakfast date to re-cap the misadventures of the week. I regale him of my simple high school dramas with Gabs, and he goes into nerd speak about some seismic activity him and his University colleagues are researching that is SO interesting. We drown ourselves in caffeine, and fry up the best cholesterol problems money can buy. Grilled bacon perched on top of cinnamon raisin French Toast, butter, and a gigantic dollop of real maple syrup, none of this fake crap. We call it the 'lard ass', and it kicks, yup you guessed it, ass. 

Prying myself out of bed, I check the time and book it to the bathroom; I'll be late for work if I don't hustle. Quickly I whip off my tank and jammy bottoms and jump in the shower. The draw of fried meat is just too great to resist, I make record time getting ready. I sort of get the whole vegan thing, but c'mon the pig is a wonder meat. It's a magical being. Period. 

I glance out my large sun filled windows as I decide on my wardrobe choices. It looks promising outside, spring has sprung so they say, so I pull on a pair of slim three quarter length cigarette pants in black, paired with a stripped black and white deep V neck tunic. We're allowed to wear whatever shoes we want so gratefully, for my feet, I pull on my black converses. I am sad to see my favourite rider boots hit the winter storage bins, but it feels amazing to go sock-less after all these long frigid months. 

I pile on a few long necklaces and simple stud earrings and pull my brown locks into a messy high pony/bun, leaving my long bangs down around on my face. I slap on some basic lip-gloss and blush and I'm good to go. Well good enough for me but Gabs is always chewing me out for my lack of interest in cosmetics. I just can't seem to get past the basics for my day to day use. 

As I make my way downstairs, through the front living room and back to the kitchen, the aroma calls to me like a beacon. Who says nothing is better than sex? I mean I wouldn't know personally, but this has to be ranked right up there right?

"My, my, look at what the cat dragged in. Thank God I made those big hulking football players go home last night after I let them steal my virtue," flickering my eyelashes, I grin broadly, hands on my hips.

Dad was smirking but still leaning over the funnies. He tries to be the heavy, but I know he greatly enjoys my facetiousness. Who wouldn't? 

"Too bad really as I came home early with this overwhelming urge for teenage blood lust. I'm sorely disappointed Stella," he looks up at me, pretending to cock a rifle.

I head to the breakfast bar and grab his shoulders for little mini hug. We're not much for cuddles, a little arm squeeze is about all we can muster without embarrassment.

"How was Phoenix? Or was it Boston? Were they wowed by your super human smartness and geeky anecdotes?" I say as I pour a large mug for myself.

"It was Houston actually and it was pretty great thank you very much. In fact, they offered me the position of master of the universe just because I am both incredibly smart AND astonishingly good looking." 

I smile, pulling the mug to my lips to take a large haul on the liquid gold even though I know it's still too hot. Sometimes you need to endure some pain for pleasure.

"So should I start calling you He-man and pick up some Princess of Power shit kickin' boots?" 

"Touché Stells, and watch your language," he says with a parental frown that he doesn't quite pull off. Gulping from his own mug he carries on. "Houston was good. My lecture was on this new early detection earthquake sensor that I'm pushing to get backers for. It could really mean the life or death difference in some volatile areas," he rambles on about the science behind the technology as I zone out and make up our plates. I love that my Dad is smart and genuinely cares for people. Sometimes I don't know what the frig he's saying, but really nodding and ohhing and ahhing are all he really needs from me. He starts tidying away the paper as he switches back to regular non-nerdy geologist speak.

"I actually met up with an old college mate of mine – Peter Kim. You might remember him from a few years back when we saw him and his wife at Comic Con?" 

I know what you're thinking - super nerds - but it's a closet passion we have, Dad and I. We LOVE this 4 day nerd fest; people dress up like aliens, we get to geek out over classic horror celebs, and who doesn't love seeing Storm Troopers and slutty fairies ordering double mocha-chinos from Starbucks?

I try to think back to this meet and greet, teenage memory is a slippery slope, barely recalling yesterday let alone two years ago. I slather my three-story breakfast with syrup, dripping it all over the counter. Why did I choose tight pants today, hmmm maybe an empire waist dress would be a better choice, ohhh or leggings! See how distracted I am already? Slippery slope.

Aha! The memory bell finally goes off; it's a good one too. We were standing in line for an autograph from Christopher Moore when we saw them. Dad called over to Peter and his wife, Lita (I think that was her name). Or was it Pita? No wait that's a sandwich. Definitely Lita. Yeah so anyways after the intro, Dad and Pete start into some borrr-innnng work stuff and Lita made friends with some huge Family Guy fanatics behind us in line. Obviously a mega-fan herself she referenced about 14 one-liners in 4 seconds sending the group in hysterics and making me realize I don't watch the show nearly as much as I thought. I tried to infiltrate the conversation to give a semblance of interest making some comment about never quite getting whether the family can hear the dog talk, or was it just Stewie? Or whether the baby is really talking or does it sound like baby gurgling to the adults? And why can the dog understand him? That show is just way over my head. Annoyed at my lack of Peter Griffin devotion, she attempted to explain, but I just didn't get it and continued on peppering her. I think she thought my sarcasm was a little demeaning and maybe it was. I mean we're talking about a bumbling cartoon show with a talking baby who wants to murder their mother. Loads of sarcasm needed right? Some people are too intense for their own good. So as you can probably tell, we didn't part on excellent terms.

Balancing our full plates over to the breakfast bar, I sidle up beside Dad, "Uh, yeah, sure I remember them. Fun couple. I also remember you yelling at me for an hour for not respecting my elders. Good times." 

Dad smiles widely picking up his fork, "You deserved it Stella. You don't seem to have a filter on your verbal rants even though I completely agree with you," he takes a big mouth full and continues, "well, you'll be happy to hear, they're divorced,"  he mumbles.

I laugh, choking on a stick of bacon, not expecting that revelation. "Really? Sorry to here that," I blurt, pausing for a swig of coffee to roll down the meat. "Actually I'm not. She was a cow and needed to loosen her bunched up panties. In fact, we should thank them for their statistical contribution; now it can remain at my favourite 4 out of 5 marriages that fail. For a second I thought that people might actually start staying together. The horror!" Once this leaves my lips I realize what I've done. I've broken the unspoken house rule of never saying ANYTHING that reminds him of HER. 

Dad clears his throat and leans over his breakfast as if a weight is crushing him into the counter. His smile instantly fades and a dark cloud descends over him. He tries to cover it up by immersing himself in his fascinating breakfast, but I know better.

When will I stop blabbing and keep my trap shut? In the last few years I've learned to avoid the dreaded topic and steer clear of this intense mood shift altogether. I got really good at avoiding anything and everything that would trigger this reaction. If I would accidentally mention HER, or do anything that reminded him of HER, if I would friggin' burp like HER, he turned into a sad sack of despair. 

Oh he tried to act normal, but failed miserably. Everything changed in an instant and he shut down completely. I have a bit of a sixth sense on gauging a persons mood. Knowing he was turning into a train wreck I would ask him to go fix something, or book it out of the house myself; let him work through his laundry list of issues and return when it passed. And I'M the one in therapy. Go figure.

I'm sure you can tell by now that I really don't get the warm and fuzzies over 'falling in love'. Maybe that's why I'm so picky. My mom left us 17 years ago and we haven't seen her since. I guess something like that really changes you. Well, it changed my Dad, which is glaringly obvious. I was trying to be a smart ass and I guess now it turns out I'm a dumb ass. I shut my trap and slam in four slices of bacon.

Gratefully composing himself in record time, Dad trudges on, "Well he moved a few months ago and now works at Columbia; great science department there."

Aha, wait for it, here comes the segway for the next business trip. Relief floods over me as the conversation turns to something I can fix.

"Anyways, he's dying for me to come and do a lecture in his class, which I would love to do but it would mean a few days away... "

Bingo. I interrupt him before he can start to guilt bargain with me.

"Dad, you know I don't mind you traveling for these trips. You love your job, I'm proud of all you've done and giving these lectures is a great outlet for you. I really don't mind being alone. Truly. Now, stop fussing and tell me all about it, I think it's great."

With a sigh, Dad turns towards me and launches into the 'I think I leave you alone too much' and the 'I don't want to miss out on these few months we have left together before college' spiels. I smile and pat him on the back and reassure him that I am fine and that I have a lot of school work to do in the next few weeks and that I would barely be away from my computer at all. Yada, yada, yada, all is well and he'll be gone on Wednesday with just a small topping of guilt. Whew, crisis averted. We finish our plates in companionable silence as I make a mental note to never mention divorce stats again.

After we've eaten our fill, well perhaps more than my fill, Dad and I lounge in front of the Discovery Channel with our second pot of coffee brewing knowing I need to get up and change these tights pants on the A-SAP but finding no smidgin' of energy to do so. God I wish I could stay home today, rent a bunch of movies and veg out in some extra wide gym pants. Sigh. But I am Ms. Responsible and Dad would kill me if I called in 'fake' sick to work. 

My phone chirps loudly, snapping me out of a surprisingly riveting shark week. It's Gabriella.

BIG party tonight! Dig out your spandex!

Smiling at her obscurity I glance at the time, crap I'm late. Gotta book it, overpriced jeans await. 	







































Chapter 2

Work Sucks




I pull into the parking lot behind Grant's and kill the engine. My trusty old black Jetta, Murrie, whom I named as a term of endearment so that he would know he was loved and wouldn't crap out on me in the middle of a snowstorm, settles with a few gurgles as I give him a little pat on the dash. Grabbing my messenger bag, I hop out and jog over to my part-time torment. I suppose Grant's is a good job to have, I mean I could be working at the dinky grocery store or slinging burgers, so I count myself lucky. It's your basic run of the mill clothing shop that actually has a good variety of some cool brands and I get a discount so not a total loss.

We're located about two blocks west from Alessa Square, in the heart of downtown, you guessed it, Alessa Heights. The square is as close to a bustling metropolis we'll ever get, but its ok, I actually don't mind it. Coming from me, a smart lipped teen, that says a lot about its cool factor. It feels very European and really comes alive in the warmer months. 

The plaza includes a beautiful cobblestone walking path with no street traffic, surrounded by quaint little shops, and a large stone fountain at the heart of it all. During the summer months, kids love to run around like wild animals while parentals perch themselves on surrounding benches sipping really great coffees and taking in the local foot traffic. This is as close to an entertainment district as Alessa will ever get. 

The fountain was built by the towns people a super long time ago, during the depression I think, to boost morale and solidarity during a really crappy time. It holds a lot of sentimental historical significance to the older folks. I often hear them regaling tourists about how they rallied together and built it from conservation rocks, hauling them all by hand, miles and miles in a snow storm with no coats, no shoes - Blah Blah Blah, totally exaggerated story, but I give them kudos as it's a beautiful fountain regardless of how the rocks actually got there. They did a fantastic job on the little ornate details and the water feature really is cool. I dare say that kids today wouldn't give a rats behind to build a lovely fountain if we didn't have enough money for pizza and beer. 

A large old clock-tower, built from the same stone as the fountain, sits high on the east side of the square and still bongs every hour. The most frequented spot, The Grind, is found on the south side where you can plop down on the little outdoor bistro tables and people watch for hours. Mrs. Castillo did a great job with this place, fixing it up to be a lovely addition to our mini village. She also just so happens to be my best friends' mom. Ka-ching, did I make a good friend choice or what?

As I make my way into the store, I automatically switch to defensive maneuver mode. Rob is laying in wait for me behind the Lucky jeans and pounces as soon as I walk through the door. I mean I like Rob and all but I already said no to a date with him (actually I should say that I said no to dates, plural, with him) and he just can't seem to let it slide. As if wearing my resolve down will win him that privilege. It isn't like he's ugly or creepy stalkerish, well maybe a little, but he's just not for me. It might be that he smells a little like he took a bath in Drakkar Noir, or that he over-gels his hair to a shiny hard mass of spikes. Or that he wears a lot of pink t-shirts so tight I can see his nipple ring popping through like a pulsing orb saying 'Look at me! I'm a vapid attempt at making myself seem bad ass!' Nipple rings are just gross. Period. And wash your hair.

I think he has good intentions and I feel sorry for him, but I wish he would 'intend' to pursue someone other than me. I think he needs to get laid. 

"Hey there Stells! Whoa, you're looking delicious today, how's it goin'?" he says, casually placing his elbow on the shirt rack beside him, blocking my path and staring at my boobs. 

I shift my bag to my back, crossing my arms in front to conceal any hint of cleavage that he can leer at. Please God, have Kim magically appear and ask him to fold something. 

"Just peachy Rob, you?" 

"Can't complain ya know."

No I don't know.

"Went for an early run around 6 and got up to two hundred on the press today, so feeling pret-ty good!"

Lord help me.

"Oh and I made this new protein shake that really got me pumped. I can give you the recipe if you want?"

Are we on Venice Beach? Do I look like I eat protein shakes or need to get pumped? I prefer sitting on my arse and eating corn chips thank you very much.

"That's good man, you on cash this morning?" I ask.

Change the subject, talk about work, avoid the pulsing ring, avoid the veiny bicep. Crap I looked at the ring. Noticing my glance, he flexes his chest, jiggling the jewelry against his tight graphic tee. I gag a little.

"Not sure. Kim hasn't arrived yet. Hopefully we can be on the floor together though," he says, glancing back at my boobs.

Rob loves to work the floor. His ability to suck up to soccer moms is legendary; slathering compliments as they giggle like tweens and cream in their spanks. Reels them in hook line and sinker. I don't get it but they certainly want it. Although the job is OK, I don't consider it a good fit for me. I'm a solitary person; I don't like people all that much. I especially don't like seeing thin girls saying they look HUGE, bigger girls saying they don't understand why these sizes are so much smaller than other stores (they aren't), and rich kids who look at you like their Daddies paid you to specifically hand them sequinned tank tops all day.

"Ya, hope so." Except I don't.

"Well I'm a little late so I'd better get moving to the back to drop my stuff off," and hide, "and get ready for the morning pow wow. See you in a bit." I flash a weak smile and see his wasted efforts turn to disappointment. He looks like I kicked him in the nuts, poor guy. Hopefully Marla is working today; her sluttiness will draw his attention away from me. 

Kim arrived a few minutes later for her daily pep talk and org chart. As luck would have it, I AM on the floor today, but Rob's on cash, score! Kim is your typical retail store manager; a little bit high on herself because she gets to boss around a bunch of snot nosed teenagers, but not high enough to remember that us little jerks are going to be leaving in a few months and she's a lifer. She's fair though and doesn't ream into me when I get a little 'extra witty' to bitchy customers. 

I was even granted front store display - the best job ever - dressing the mannequins. It keeps me busy sans customers and immersed in the fashion aspect, which is my main reason, aside from a wee pay check, for taking the job. 

A few hours into my spring display, while struggling to cover the left breast of my life sized barbie, I spy Gabby shimmy-ing up the street. Of corse Gabs is sporting the cutest little floral dress and wedge heels you would never be able to buy around here (must be nice to have family still in Paris) and looks fan-freaking-tastic. She walks down the street as if all eyes are on her (and they are), like a slo-mo montage in a movie, the wind whipping her hair in a sexy fashion and the sun shining directly on her and only her, flipping her dark wavy locks and smiling like she owns the town. She's a stunner and she knows it. God I envy that sometimes. I check out the time on my cell, almost break time. Maybe Kim would let me go early if I promise to bring everyone lattes? 




I emerge from the back room with my wallet in tow as I hear Gabs peel out a very flirty laugh to some guy in sector seven (hoodies). How does she do that? I was out back for what, four seconds? She spies me, beckons me over and leaves Mr. Great Hair behind with a wink and a smile. I'm sure he has her number already.

Gabs threads her arms through mine and starts our commentary as we head outside, "So, mi encantador, how many times did Rob try to hump your leg today?" She likes to use terms of endearments (or insults) in foreign languages to keep me guessing whether to be flattered or annoyed. She's fluent in French from her Moms side and Spanish from her Dads. My Dad was born and bred here in Alessa, 'nuff said.

"You're one to talk dude. Who was that metro princess panting all over your designer shoes back there? You're acting like a tramp you know," I smirk and playfully tug on her arms. 

"Gasp! Tramp! Why Miss Stella, are you jealous? It doesn't flatter you truly. Take my advice, no one likes a frigid old maid," she says giving me a mock pity pout.

"Ah forget it," I say holding up my hand, "I know you aren't interested in him, I mean he is no Miguel Silvestre right?" (Insert TERRIBLE Spanish accent here with an emphasis on rolling my rrrr's) "Say, has he returned your tweets yet? You must be feeling pretty rejected."

This gets Gabs in a fluster. She is SO into this guy. For those of you not in the know (and why would you be), he's this hot Latino actor whom Gabs has been stalking since she saw him in some weird foreign film a few years back. The rest of us were watching Hanna Montana and she was drooling over a older guy with sub-titles. If you have a chance though google him, you won't regret it.

"Hellloooooo. Earth to Stella! You're zoning out on me again, aren't you?" She pokes my ribs with her elbow snapping me out of my inner monologue.

"Sure I am Gabs, you definitely have a chance to get Miguel to take you to prom - no question," I say, closing my eyes as I turn up my face towards the sky and let the warm spring sunshine tingle my eyelids.

"That wasn't what I said. Get with it Stell. Ok so what I SAID was that Tonya Martin is having her end of winter theme party tonight and this year is 80's ski patrol! Awesome right?!"

So that's what the cryptic message was about. 

"Gabs, why didn't you tell me this sooner?" I whine, "I mean that isn't a lot of time to garner an outfit for this thing! I mean, I need time, planning sessions and multiple google searches you know." I start to nibble my nails (filthy habit) as I mentally break down an acceptable outfit.

Gabs rolls her eyes and flicks her hair back over her shoulder, "C'mon lady, don't tell me you don't have a slew of things in your tickle trunk? I know you better then that Bella."

She's right, I LOVE dressing up. Halloween, theme parties, random Saturday nights when it is just me, my dog Harve and a bowl of popcorn. Opps did I just admit that? My Dad even built a special spot in my closet for all my outfits to be stored. Hmmm 80's big hair, neon ski pants, sadly I have it covered easily. 

"OK, OK, you're right. Did you want to come over and raid my closet with me?" I say as we pass under the big archway that opens up to the square. 

"No need, I got a great outfit this afternoon just by digging through my mom's closet. Best part of this was that she wore it just a few years ago! I like to think my Mom has some style, but now I'm not so sure," Gabs let out a little giggle, "I'll come get you though and be the DD, I have to work tomorrow at the studio so I have to behave tonight." Gabs is a salsa instructor at Ginger's (the local dance studio) – I know, could she BE any more cliche?

"Cool, sounds good. Now can you step it up in those cheap heels, Kim knows it only takes 14 minutes to get to The Grind and back and I'm already at 12 - we gotta hustle." 

"Ok, ok. But for the record, these are NOT cheap. I'll have you know that my Mom bought these for me on her last trip to New York. I'm sure the street vender was very honest when he told her they were authentic Manolos." Yup, that's my Gabs. I'd hate her myself if I didn't love her so much.

Entering The Grind, the smell of fresh, rich coffees and the roar of the latte thingamajig pull me forward. Plush purple velvet booths and funky little bistro tables create a luxe lounge atmosphere. It's a place that feels like home the moment you enter, down to lit candles on the tables and a roaring fireplace in the winter, which is really the whipped cream on the mochachino so to speak. They have great fare ranging from a plethora of flavoured lattes to soothing red teas and a simple, yet very European (of corse), mixed menu of cheesy Panini's and yummy salads. 

The best part for me though is Mrs. Castillos' passion for the arts. She goes full throttle to support the local scene and hosts regular open mic nights for the aspiring, and not always terrible, regional talent. One whole wall is fully dedicated to beautiful art installations that change monthly. It could be anything from abstract oils to gritty photography. She isn't afraid to take a chance and sometimes the pieces can be quite controversial according to the tight-assed Alessa Herald. That is why I love her though – she doesn't care what anyone thinks and continues to showcase talented & sometimes pretentious artists. 

If I had a Mom I would want her to be just like Mrs. Castillo. She's warm and welcoming and so beautiful in that classic way, sorta like Juliete Binoche in Chocolat. Always pulled together. So unlike me. Makes me wonder what a terrible train wreck my Mom was. 

We don't have time to sit and chill today so we grab our drinks and I high tail it back to work just in time to see Rob flexing his biceps for Marla. I feel so fortunate to have caught that.







































Chapter 3

Hot Ski Pants Are Not For the Faint Of Heart




This is why I LOVE dressing up. I get to look goofy on purpose and really the funnier the better; you never want to be the lame ass at a party who doesn't bring their 'A' game. I uncovered my pink shiny leggings that are thick enough to double as ski pants. I think I wore these as Jane Fonda last year. Leg warmers are a must and I do sheepishly admit they were in my regular closet of clothes. I also found a white puffy vest with a faux fur collar, when did I wear THAT? 

I continue on with my bang tease, this sucker has got to be frozen stiff in the middle of a tornado. I picked up some ear muffs in the shape of bunnies at the local dollar store on my way home but I've got to get the bangs and gigantic pony to work seamlessly with the muffs or it'll bug me all night long. 

I googled some make up shots when I got home from work, apparently a neon yellow stripe across the cheek was the height of fashion back in the day. I look like I was run over by a road-line painting truck. A huge cloud of Final Net envelops me as I hack up a lung, feeling the ozone opening right back up. A final survey of myself in my mirror makes me do a double take. Wow, our decade is just dullsville compared to the 80's. Don't get me wrong, I look ridiculous, but I give them props for their adventurous spirit and bold use of colour.

I hear the doorbell and do a final hustle to get downstairs. I grab my fanny pack (were they really serious about this?), and swing the door shut behind me. As I fly down the stairs, I burst into hysterics as soon as I hit the stone foyer. I guess I was expecting a short tight slutty number, but ho no she has a way of always keeping me guessing. A pink puffy nightmare stops me in my tracks; think Michelin man meets Pricilla Queen of the Desert. I can't believe Mrs. Castillo actually wore that, she always seems so pulled together. Maybe the French are good at everything but choosing cool ski wear. She is so going to sweat bullets in that thing. 

She pirouettes and prances up and down the living room like she's on a catwalk, busting with attitude and pouting her hot fuchsia lips, ending in a top model pose that would make Tyra Banks Holla. Flipping up her bright yellow ski goggles to see me better, she tightens her side pony which is teased almost as much as my bangs. 

"Well hell, I wish I would have done a racing stripe too," she whines, "well done Miss Grace, as always," she admits with a smile, eyeing me up and down. "I suppose I'm just going to have to wow them with my stunning portrayal of pink cool whip." Flipping her pony over her shoulder she pulls out her gloss and does a quick touch up in the last chance mirror by the door.

 "Back in the day I would have killed for a chance to meet a girl looking like you two." Dad appears in the archway leading to the kitchen leaning against the door frame with folded arms, very much enjoying our stupidity. "Well, sort of. When did I get so old that the 80's became a genre? I don't think I have to worry about you guys finding boyfriends tonight now do I?" he chuckles.

"Har Har Dad." But he's right; we look like Easter eggs on crack.

After a plethora of pictures that I will never post on Facebook, Dad lets us leave with a stern warning not to do anything dumb and adolescent. He expects better of us young ladies, Blah, Blah, Blah as I shove Gabby out the door.




 Once settled into the car I can't help but look at her and smile. She looks like she is drowning in pink meringue, and yet still pulls off sexy. European blood lines suck.

"Ok so here are the rules for the night," Gabs lurches into reverse, awkwardly straining her neck against the fluff of down in order to back out of the long driveway. "No barfing, so that means NO peach schnapps for you." We both shudder a little and do a few fake gags.

"Not a problem," I say. "What else?"

"No leaving me alone with Tonya. I mean she's nice for having this annual party and all, but way too high octane for me and I can't handle her when I'm sober."

"Check." I can't handle her either, sober or not. 

"Finally, if you start saying how much you love me, then that means we are going home immediately because you're loaded and about to break rule #1. Plus I can't handle the gushies. They irritate me." 

"Done and done."

Gabs tries to be the hard ass, but when she has a few drinks, she is the first to start telling me that she would marry me if she liked chicks.

As we head north up Mercer St., there is no mistaking a large party in progress. The sea of cars snaking up the road begins four blocks before the party. Oddly the street lamps haven't come on yet, making the glow from the old century homes' windows even more pronounced. 

"Better park here and walk the rest of the way, in case the cops break it up early," Gabs chimes in and pulls into a free spot. Always have a good exit strategy - House Parties 101.

Once inside, there is no mistaking the visual impact this decade had. The colours are so loud and vibrant, vivid splashes of bold prints, mesh and faux fur are everywhere. Although if we were staying true to the decade, the furs would probably be real. Did I also mention the hair? Amazing, big, buxom hair. I can smell the hairspray permeating the air; I taste it as I breathe in. Cough. I pity the fool who lights a match.

The stereo is blaring a funky 80's tune whose name I can't place, but am sure played a big role in a John Hughes movie. OMD maybe? There are people everywhere; I think half our senior class made it out. I can't help but feel a little nostalgic as I know this is the final 'end of winter' party I'll get to attend at Tonya's. Funny how you spend your life wanting to escape the tedious life sentence of high school and when you're nearing the end, sentimentality creeps up on you like a cheap thong.

"Hey Shhellta, wanna bong a beer?" I turn to see a very drunk Todd Winters swaying on my left. He's jiggling a make shift bong built from various Home Depot items in one hand while still clutching his ratty ski poles in the other. You can tell he did an impressive Flock of Seagulls hair sweep before the party, but right now he looks pretty Shit-canned with a bad cowlick.

"Ah, you know me, I prefer to keep my bonging to a minimum. Killer 'do though. Well done," I say. Looking shot down, I give him a smile and a weak shoulder punch, steering him over towards a group of lacrosse guys dressed in matching silver ski jackets and neon blue headbands; I think they would be more suited to drinking buddies then a lightweight like me. We make our way past the dance floor/coffee table, to the back kitchen. I need to garner a beverage. Grabbing a cooler for me and soda for Gabs, we situate ourselves on the corner counter to effectively scan the crowd and make fun of the slutty and really loaded; our party ritual. 

A few drinks later, I'm turning into one of those poor suckers nearly taking out Gabs in the process of demonstrating my sweet robot moves. She grabs my arm to steady me and pokes my ribs gesturing to a semi cute guy playing beer pong on the dining room table. 

"Looks like you got an admirer Stells, although I can't see how that is even possible after that sad display of white girl dancing. He's totally checking you out though dude, wanna go over there and chat him up? Cheer for his team? What are they called 'The Breakfast Chubb'?"

"Now Gabby, why would I do that when I'm having a great time right here with you, my love?" I giggle (cause everything seems funnier three drinks in) and poke her back nearly pushing her off the counter. She gives me the stink eye.

"Watch it Stells. I mean it, don't forget the rules, and slow down on those vodka swills before you yak up your dinner," she scowls as she peels off her coat to reveal a super tight yellow turtleneck. I knew sexy was buried under the coat somewhere. "Don't you think he's cute in a younger Hugh Jackman sort of way?"

I take a second look mopping some drink dribble that's running down my chin with my fur collar. Tallish. Thin build. Short, reddish blond hair and a nice butt. He's wearing shades, a plain white dress shirt, underwear and socks a la Tom Cruise in Risky Business, so right off the bat he gets points for outfit creativity even though he isn't dressed for the slopes. Thinking outside the box, always a good thing. Not my type, but I'm starting to think that 'he' doesn't exist in this universe. Or perhaps he does, but I wouldn't stand a chance with him.      	

"Handsome yes, but could I really date someone who's losing at beer pong? Would our kids ever stand a chance? I have to think about the greater good of the world Gabby," I say, fluttering my eyelashes in her face. Gabs elbows me in the ribs with more force than I expected. Ouuuffff, she's been working out.

"I'm serious Stella, stop goofing. You always do this. I suggest a guy who looks interested and you make some lame joke and ignore him. I have known you for two years and the most I've seen is a few movie dates and some minuscule make out sessions after a some jello shots. I am your best friend, Lady, and you are starting to bore me. I need something juicy from you!"

"Well, I did just see Luke Peterson get a boner when Kitty Meyers shimmed up next to him on the dance floor. Gross, yes. But sort of juicy, no?"

"Buck up Stella. I'm not asking you to MARRY these guys, but at least if you seemed interested then I could rest a little easier knowing that there wasn't something more deep-rooted that we aren't talking about here. Now be honest. Have you switched teams? You can tell me you know? Oh God. Are you in love with ME?" She's joking. I think. But it's now pissing me off.

"For the love of pete Gabby, although I think we would make a lovely couple and be the hit of the wet dream world for the guys at school, I am not in love with you, nor am I gay. I just - I just haven't found what I'm looking for yet... " I trail off as I scan the room trying to see if anyone would fit my wish list, but sadly all I see is faded glittery make up and slobbering hook ups that does nada for me.

"How do you know what it is that you're looking for if you don't ever try anything on?" she adds.

"Are we talking about guys here, or miniskirts?" I let out a forced giggle/hiccup. Classy.

"Stop it Stella, you know what I mean. You lounge around the house all the time, holed up in your room either on your computer or with your head stuck in those witchy vamp books or whatever they are," she lets out a big sigh and does a flip to her side pony tail, and turns to face me head on with a look that makes my stomach drop.

"AND I have to tell you this because I love you - but Stella, if you are waiting for some magician to come around and change you into a faerie witch goddess, honey that is never going to happen. You have got to stop hiding yourself and join the REAL world. Start dating a normal guy at SOME point and leave the vampires to Twilighters." 

The look in her eyes was pleading and full of worry, like she pitied me. She gripped my hands and held on like this was some sort of intervention. Is that what she thinks of me? My God. I know I'm a tad obsessed with the supernatural, but who isn't these days? You can't turn a TV on without some new show about werewolves or ghost whisperers. 

Since I can remember, I've always been fascinated by all things dark and spooky. I love horror movies, I read about witchcraft and demonology. I've even tried Ouija boards (crap), and séances (total crap). I love everything and anything to do with this kind of stuff, I've been drawn to it, but you would never know it just by looking at me. I thought I was keeping my obsessions on the D.L. Now I'm not so sure.

I'm not a goth chick. I don't hang with Emos. I don't wear pounds of black eye liner and worship the devil or anything remotely like that. Looking at me you would think that what I dreamt about was winning prom queen, getting into a decent college or making out with Zac Ephron.

I didn't truly think those things existed outside of my imagination. Did I? My best friend thinks I'm a nerdy freak waiting for Edward Cullen to take me to prom. Oh God. The vodka was making my head spin. She starts up again, but I think I've heard enough.

"I mean, guys check you out ALL the time, but you always seem so spaced out and disinterested. Are they not good enough for you? Are you dying to get away from us that bad?" 

Balls. She just grouped herself in there. I'm leaving Alessa in the fall for New York, can't wait for it. Gabs is staying home to work at the studio full time, but I haven't really wanted to think too much about that. I always thought maybe she would change her mind and come with me in the 11th hour. We haven't had this conversation yet, I guess it was inevitable and tonight presented a great 'in' for her.

"Gabby, I truly do NOT think that. Who do you think I am? Of course you're good enough for me. It's just that I... " trailing off. What can I say here? That I was always thinking I was different somehow. I never felt like I fit into the typical teenage girl model, but then again who really does anyways? Aren't we all just a bit awkward and self conscious, unsure where we fit into the high school hierarchy. I knew this, but I also felt like I was on the outside looking in. Obsessed with all these paranormal stories and feeling somehow connected to it in a way that I could never explain. I chalked it up to my 'lifeline'. That thing you cling to in an effort to feel special. That one thing you desperately need that makes you feel interesting, passionate, and unique. That thing you dream about that gets you through the tough days. The days you don't think you can move forward another inch. That one thing that will save you. 

It all sounded crazy in my head so there is no way I am telling her this. She'll have me committed. 

"I'm just really looking forward to going to Parson's, starting a new school and having an adventure. And I don't want to have any loose ends, like a new boyfriend, that will make it harder then it will be to leave. I want to focus on school right now. That's all." Phew, that sounded almost intelligent. "I love you Gabby, I always will. You know that right?" 

She pushed my sagging bangs back up with a sigh, looking sad and deflated, "Cheri, I don't mean to upset you. I'm sorry. I'm just worried about you, and feeling a little nostalgic tonight thinking this is the last themed high school party and you're leaving in a few months. I dunno, maybe deep down I wanted you to meet someone, fall in love and stay home with me. I mean, who am I going to play screw, marry, kill with?" Her mouth went up at the corner into a semi-grin, trying to lighten the mood. 

I hold onto her hands tight, perhaps too tight, but I need her to know this and understand me, "I'll always be there for you Gabby. ALWAYS. No matter how far apart we are." My gaze travels down to our clasped hands. The boozy haze is making me feel like a depressed crap head. 

"I just need to get out of this town for a bit, stretch my legs and figure out who I really am." I feel tears brimming. Gabs shakes our hands apart and sits up straight pulling my face up to her. 

"Shit Stells, can you just forget I said all that? I'm being a big whiny Bitch. Enough with the mopey mope, this is a party right? Quick. Ok, Simon Cowell. Barrack Obama. And... Hugh Hefner."

With a sigh, I sit up straighter and turn back towards the crowd. Does anyone here in this house really know me at all? Do I even know any of them either? Do I even know myself? I thought Gabs was the one person who really got me, but now I'm pretty sure she thinks I'm a nutbar. I can't think about this now. Time to push the darkness down into my gut and figure out my teenage identity crisis later.

"I would screw Hugh, marry Barrack and kill Simon."

"You'd screw Hugh?"

"Well I AM a little curious about why those hot playboys fawn all over him. Maybe he's a dynamo in the sack?" Looking back to Gabs, I cock a side grin as she gratefully smiles back at me.  Only a few more months to go and I can leave this all behind. I'll miss Gabs more than I want to think about, but I refuse to turn this night into a pity party. Gabs leans in for a big hug. There are some issues here we'll eventually have to get through but tonight I don't want to think about the future. I just want to finish my drink and feel the alcohol wash my insecurities away. I glance over to the beer pong table, young Hugh Jackman looks over and holds up his plastic red cup in a greeting. Maybe he's a nice guy. I grab Gabs and pull her off the counter.

"Let's go find Todd, I feel the need to bong something."

"The rules Stella Grace, don't forget the rules." Although her warning sounds stern, she likes to have a good time and that would include watching me spit out an entire beer. We make our way over to the pong arena.




Across the street a woman in a black sports car stares at the large victorian house as if she can see through it. A smile forms on her lips as if recalling an old memory. After a few moments she starts the engine into a purr and pulls away from the curb, quickly picking up speed as she heads north. The street lights suddenly kick in, lighting up the street one by one as she passes under them.







































Chapter 4

Hangovers Are The Real Demons




Oh God, please stop that evil hammering in my skull. It feels like a thousand snares having a 'drum off' in my head. I try to lick my lips but I can't even muster a single drop of saliva, ugh, my mouth feels like Harve came and took a crap in it. What happened last night? I remember vodka, dancing on Tonya's kitchen counter, beer pong shots, dancing with Mr. Brown (Tonya's wiener dog), more vodka, dancing with Mr. Brown, Todd Winters AND his bong, then burgers in a drive thru... oooooh yaaaaaa. Rule #1 went out the window, or rather into the console. Gabs is going to MURDER me. 

I attempt to roll away from the beastly bright windows with all the energy I have left but I've been ambushed. A big lick from a gigantic mammoth dog and I'm forced to open my eyes to The Big Harve, my huge, grey, Irish Wolfhound, who is sharing my pillow and gazing deep into my eyes with the 'look'. He wants to go for a gallop, kill me now. I manage to lie still a little while longer but I'm just feeling worse as the time creeps on. I need mouthwash and a vat of water. Regret is painful.

It's torture to get up, but I know I've got to get moving or my day will be shot. If I don't move my ass out of bed now, it will be spent in pj's with Stephanie Meyer and Frito Lay and I'll end up feeling worse because of it. 

I crawl over Harve, and attempt a vertical. Hunched over with my hands on my night stand, I pause to let the room stop spinning before I slowly make my way to standing. Why do we do this on purpose to our bodies? Ugh. I drag my feet over to the bathroom and turn the cold water on full blast. Leaning over the sink with one hand on the basin, I attempt to flatten my hair, but can't even wiggle my fingers through my bangs, damn you Final Net. 

Surveying my train wreck face, I marvel at the amount of time spent on make-up application and all I can show for it is some clumpy, dried mascara running down my cheek and a smeared yellow racing stripe that's made its way into my ear. Still crouched over, I slip both hands under the water and splash it up onto my face; the jolt momentarily startling me into a stream of steady curse words that go along the lines of Holy Puck. The first few minutes are killer, but it does get better as I'm able to pull myself up to a full stand. Harve desperately needs me, this I know. I've been neglecting him lately and I feel like a shitty dog owner. He owes me big time though.

  Sensing my preparations a mile away, Harve leaps from my bed, leaving it vibrating in his wake. Barreling into the bathroom and up into my face, panting and pacing; his stinky breath makes my stomach flip. In all fairness to him, I must note that mine probably isn't much better as I require brushing my teeth a few times with paste AND scope just to feel a little more human.

  "Yes Mr. Harve, I will be ready in a sec. I just need to give a few dry heaves and we'll be off."

  I shove him out of the bathroom to finish getting ready; I need a moment to pee and a bucket of aspirin. When I emerge in my sloppy sweats and baseball cap to tame the bangs, I grab a few chips from the bag that I apparently slept with and we are out the door, Breakfast of Champions. The house is silent as I grab some water from the fridge and peek out the back windows to see where Dad might be, probably in the barn. He loves it out there, puttering up a storm. 

  I slip out the back doors and down the deck steps to ground level as Harve bolts past me chasing a scared shitless squirrel into one of our birch trees. It's a surprisingly warm day. Sun/cloud/rain mix as the weatherman would say. Might as well cover all bases, we would REALLY hate to know what the day will actually hold. I'm glad it isn't too cold though as I just threw on a thin CBGB t-shirt that I scored in that the second hand shop in town. Time to sweat out the hangover.

  I start my pace off slow and make my way across the back yard. I say yard but it's more like a back farm. We have about 10 acres to the property, comprised of clusters of trees and grasses. Directly out back to the right is our large veggie garden, which is awesome, but I still can't figure out what to do with 12 heads of lettuce. There's only so much salad a girl can take; I'm almost wishing for a wee family of rabbits to move on in and help themselves to the buffet.

  Beyond the garden, still on the right, is the big grey barn. Dad's domain. He has a good set up in there, room to build something if he was inclined to do so (which he isn't), a place to garden (which he doesn't), plus he has a bunch of rocks and Geologist paraphernalia that he keeps on display. He spray painted the interior a light grey last year and fixed it up to be a lot less rustic so I think he just comes out here to clear his head, putter around and have some alone time. Living with a teenage girl can't be easy I'm sure. Sometimes I catch him staring out the side window like a statue for hours it seems. I can't help but wonder what he's thinking about.

  I glimpse Dad through the big double barn doors that are open on the west side and give him a little shout out. I must make him aware of what I'm doing so that he would never think that I yakked in Gabs' Subaru last night.

  "Hiya Dad. Taking Harve out, be back in half!" I wave and grin a big fake smile. Dad glances up with a wide smirk, and I know he hasn't missed a trick.

  "Have a good one Stells. Make sure you drink lots of water to re-hydrate!" he says with a nice big emphasis on 'hydrate'. Balls. It's ok though. He'll tease me a bit, give me a few stern words on teen drinking, but he knows it rarely happens and we're always responsible about it. Plus I'm 18 in a few weeks – nearly an adult! I still can't drink but I can vote, who made THAT rule?

  Beyond the barn is a little winding trail that links our property to the Alessa Gorge, the infamous conservation area that provided the stones for our ambitious town square build. A few steps from my house and there are trails that go for miles; it's one of the few things I will miss when I leave here. It's quiet, typically empty, and Harve is able to run free like a maniac. He gets impatient sometimes as I'm a lot slower, but never really goes too far ahead. He'll stop and pick up some branches, gnaw on them until I catch up, and carry them beside me until he gets bored and takes off again.

  I'm feeling a bit better as I go, gulping in fresh air and sweating out the booze. I crank the tunes in my ipod and start to belt out the lyrics. The trails on this side of the water are typically empty, so I feel pretty safe in doing so. The Gorge runs through the whole park on a zig zag starting from the north west and ending in the lower south east corner, but the 'good' trails, which are filled with hikers, or people who claim to be, are in the west end. We stick to the solitary northeast so I can sing to my hearts' content. Some people clean their house naked, I sing while I run, it's more sanitary.

The forest is mostly pines and amazing sky scraper-esque spruces. The path is well-worn dirt, crappy in the rain but it's been dry for a few days so pretty decent now. There are a few larger patches of fields to the left and right along my path, and as I peek through the foliage I can see some spring flowers starting to bloom. I love this time of year.

I round the edge of a thick grove of trees, belting out a Katy Perry tune when I see something that makes me do a double take. A slight flicker of movement. Fox? Oh God, is that a person? How loud was I singing? I strain my eyes to see where I thought I saw it and boom. It only took a split second that I didn't quite pay attention as my leg catches on the tip of one of the long branches Harve is carrying in his mouth. Total face plant. 

Now don't quote me on this, but chances are pretty good that my eyes went wide in horror as I grasped for balance, stumbled forward a few times and felt the dirt fly up as I landed face first into the path. I don't recall it perfectly, but I'd say the tumble looked about as ungraceful as you could imagine. I look up to see Harve just standing there staring at me thinking – you're taking a break now? I slowly flip onto my back and I peel myself up off the ground to assess the damage. My pants are nice and dirty, a small hole near my right knee with a skin burn to match. It hurts to touch, but I don't think anything is broken or sprained. My elbows are aching a bit but I think my knees got the brunt. All in all, not too bad as far as face plants go.

I look around to see if anyone is coming over to check on me - praying silently that I'm still alone. I do a 360 but the woods are silent, utterly silent, I don't see or hear anything at all, not a bird, a squirrel, or even a mosquito. It's dead quiet. Kinda odd. I look at Harve to see if he suspects anything strange but he's just lying in the grass, panting and letting his tongue loll out. I don't know whether to trust in his canine senses or admit he's the worst guard dog ever. It must have been a fox, or even a big bird. 

Something definitely feels odd though. I feel a creepy tingle in my spine like when you are coming home to an empty house at night and it takes you a few minutes to find the lamp in the dark. That small panicked heat that inches up the back of your neck before you get the lights on and everything is actually all normal and non-scary. Looking around I see absolutely nothing, and Harve is now licking his dink so I guess there is no imminent peril headed for us. Yup, my day has gone from crappy to craptastic in one fell swoop. No pun intended.







































Chapter 5

Enter The Guy




ASHER GREY

I don't think I will ever get used to this. It's been over a century and I still revel at the amazing sensation of letting loose and pulling all the elements to my fingertips. It's better then sex, better then drugs, better then... well I guess that covers all the GOOD stuff. I mean L.A. was great, California girls are beautiful, and they are SO easy to manipulate, Hunter and I barely had to try. Perhaps it has less to do with our stellar charm and more to do with our flush bank accounts, but we like to tell ourselves that charm is the clincher. They easily gravitate to us and we reap the benefits. But I'm anxious to get home. Back to New York and the dirty gritty city. I've missed it. 

Between the millions of humans and lack of personal space, it's quite hard, as you can imagine, finding a spot to 'play' in the metropolis. After being cooped up in L.A. for a few weeks I needed the release, so I made a few stops at various secluded areas on the way home. The desert was pretty wicked with the windstorms I created but this one spot is really great, more my style. Huge trees and lots of Shit to play with. What was it called, the Alessa Gorge? Whatever. It's massive and desolate, I haven't seen a soul. Just the way I like it. 

Its taken me a number of decades to control my 'gifts' so that I don't 'accidentally' cause a tornado when I'm really frustrated, like in the DMV, or Seniors Day at the Piggly Wiggly. When I was really pissed off, it was worse, but that hasn't happened in like... oh wait it sorta happened last week at Voyeur in West Hollywood, but that guy really deserved it. 

We ran across this Ethorn demon sitting at the bar sniffing and clearing his throat with a vengeance which one might chalk up to a bad case of allergies, but I knew better. 'Skin' demons get a sexual high from the scent and taste of human flesh and this guy was acting like he was in the midst of a three way and about to make a meal of his drinking partner. 

Now when I say taste, I mean, they just have to 'lick it' to be satisfied. I know. Toads. Normally there are tons of places to fulfill that creepy fetish, this is America after all, but sometimes some jackass will take it too far and rip off a limb or tear a nose off in the middle of their orgasm equivalent. I could tell this guy was about to lose it on the chick beside him so I took care of it in the easiest way I knew how. A quick lightening taser to his back and he was out like a shot. I couldn't help myself, but like I said, he deserved it. I'm not sure he deserved waking up in the middle of the desert with no pants on but I digress.

It isn't like I've ever cared one way or another over what happened to the humans, but this asshole sparked something inside me that made me want to hurt him. Really bad. I guess some humans are ok, but honestly, I don't really get why we keep ourselves a secret instead of letting them know where they really rank here in the Terra Wick.

The Register claims we need them to 'keep the balance', Blah Blah, insert commonsensical spiel here, but sometimes I wonder if slipping into another dimension might be less annoying. Strike that, I wouldn't trade humans for the Castra demons either. Those termites would eat your eat your eyeballs for a snack as soon as look at you. And they actually do.

Whatever the case, I've been around the block a few hundred times and have been in better control of myself these past few decades; I guess I had the time to work on my inner demon 12-step program. Maybe I've been around too long, who knows. All I know is that right now I'm completely bored. 

I thought a trip to L.A. might get me back on track to my fit full life of nasty vices, but I don't feel any better. I haven't gotten a real high out of scamming a human in what - two decades at least? I'm starting to think I'm going through a demon mid-life crisis. Is that even a thing? 

Feeling a swish of cool air and flicking a 3 ton boulder across the meadow does help and I find myself genuinely content for the first time in awhile. Maybe I'll stick around town for a bit; I feel a strange attraction to this area, drawn to the energy or something. Must be the plethora of nature and earth. I feel most myself surrounded by mounds of dirt; so it's weird that I live in New York right? I can't figure that one out either, but I suppose it's a pretty scummy city on the best of days and there's something about it that just makes me feel like I've come home.

Stopping in my tracks, I can sense it before I can hear or even see it. A slow tingle runs up my entire spine as my fingers begin to vibrate with an electricity, a warm sensation that can only mean one thing. Another demon. I'm sure of it.

I stop my breath and stand as still as the tree beside me. We can go for quite awhile without breathing, not sure how long really, but I tried it once and after a few hours I sorta forgot what I was doing and automatically started up again. It's a very natural body movement, pure habit.

I peer around the spruce to my right and that is when I see her, she's about 100 yards away running along a path that snakes through the woods and into the clearing before me. I can see every detail as distinct as if she was right in front of me (another demon perk), and man is she sweating bullets. And reeking of vodka? She's got a behemoth dog trailing after her and belting out some tune of which I can't even tell what it is; definitely not blessed with great vocal chords. I quickly scan her features, see if I know her; dark hair, good body, pretty face, but not one I can recall, thank God. I would hate to run into an old girl friend in a secluded spot like this. Especially if I really ticked her off, which is a very high likelihood. 

I can't seem to put my finger on what type of demon she is though. She's definitely of my blood, but it's like a piece of the puzzle is missing. Maybe she's a newbie, incomplete in 'the change'? We all have a sort of 6th (or in some cases 10th or 11th) sense about other super naturals and her presence is glowing like a Vegas billboard, but confusing the hell out of me. Strange.

She doesn't even seem to sense me near. Nor does her huge wolf dog. At least I hope it's a dog. I've heard stories of these hell hounds from the Drema Wick that can sever your limbs in 2 seconds so that you can't run away when they start eating you. Fun eh?

This chick is panting like a beast but radiating a glow unlike any demon aura I have seen before. I can't tear my eyes away. Without thinking about the consequence of her seeing me, I absently lean forward and accidentally break a twig off a tree. Opps, she's down. 

I stifle a laugh as she crashes in a heap, the behemoth animal skidding to a stop and plopping down beside her as if she just decided to take a break. She lays there like a slug for a few minutes before pulling herself together and sitting up on the dirt path. Crap, she's looking around for something, did she sense me too? Rule #3 in our demon handbook - we HATE surprises. I'm kidding about the handbook, this isn't some lame TV show, but if we did have one, surprises would be right up there on what 'not' to do to a fellow demon.

If I accidentally startled her, she might feel threatened and lash out with her powers - Lord know what they even are. She could turn my skin into scales, boil my insides to liquid, or worse, do something to my, ahem, manhood so to speak. So. Not. Cool. 

Peeling herself up off the ground, she turns back from where she came and starts off on a slow limp. She seems completely unaware and unfazed by me at all. Wait, limp? She's demon, that fall wasn't barely enough to cause a wince. Definitely still going through 'the change' but she really should be able to feel me by now, I'm only about 50 yards away and it appears she has no idea I'm even here. Interesting.




I followed her all the way back to her house just outside the park perimeter, keeping my distance but moving noiselessly behind. It was pretty slow going with her skinned knee but I greatly enjoyed her tirade against that poor dog. Those particular curse words made even me blush a little. She ended up in a big old restored farmhouse and made her way into the kitchen to bandage up her injury. I guess people don't need to worry too much about privacy in the country; there were so many uncovered windows, I could make out the Star Wars band-aid she used.

I watched for a long time, fascinated by her. I even tuned into her conversations with her Dad and I just don't get it. She seems so clueless? Why is she living with a human parent? Her mother must be the demon donor but there were no pictures, no mention of her at all. Did she abandon her? This does tend to happen sometimes. It isn't easy for a supernatural to conceive a child and sometimes it comes as a bit of a shocker. An inconvienience they'd rather leave on the doorstep of The Register before they make their way back to the casino. But demon babies are so rare, and to have one with a human is pretty unheard of. I mean we tolerate humans and sometimes have relationships with them, but it's somewhat frowned upon due to the complications of keeping our existence a secret. 

Demon parents don't have the same relationship with kids as human parents do. It's more a partnership of obligation with no huge emotional ties. They're raised as mini adults and home schooled with the focus on our demonic roots and exploring our gifts. We endure insane physical & mental training in order to properly harness the power and yet it's still an uphill battle as we constantly change and evolve. We reach our full power potential around 18 (post puberty) so normally that's when the 'parents' fly the coop and we are left with an enormous ego and too much free time. We grow up pretty fast and don't need the same coddling as humans do. Perhaps we view it as a weakness and don't want to be compared to a human, who knows. I've never been a parent, so all I can go on was my relationship with my Father and dysfunctional doesn't even begin to cover that one. 

A few things I did learn from watching this girl: a homework procrastinator to the extreme, drinks way too much coffee, enjoys a wicked amount of junk food, and it seems she was a little bit of a party girl the night before. Dad didn't take it too easy on her though, punishment included scrubbing every toilet in the house and garbage detail. Nice.




Heading into Alessa Heights was a real treat, blink once and you'd miss the amazingness of it. Yes, I mock. You've seen one small town, you've seen 'em all and Alessa is no different. Great to visit in the full swing of winter tourism due to the abundance of ski hills nearby, but living here all year round could become a little like a prison sentence. I prefer the big smoke, but I do get why people live in places like this. Typically, it gives them a false sense of security and they delude themselves into thinking it's the perfect place to raise their kids, get away from the big city lights and live the dream. Bull Shit. In reality, small towns breed serial killers and crazy Mother Fuckers who will shoot you as soon as look at you if you mess with their prized rose bushes, believe me I KNOW. Don't even get me started on the teen sex games either. I'm all for a good party, and I've gone back to high school now and then out of boredom, and these girls and the 'games' they play are sick and twisted - and I'm a DEMON! I can still pass for a high school student as we age so much slower than humans but it isn't as appealing as it once was.

There are some demons who get off on human killing sprees and believe me they LOVE tearing a small town apart with fear and hysteria. Chaos feeds us a high that is inexplicable, sort of like a super charged adrenaline rush. You have to know your limits otherwise it will consume you. A human on crack is like a demon strung out on chaos. There are a lot of us out there with no regret or conscience and believe me it isn't pretty. I have friends in high places and I know what goes on in these 'wholesome' towns. That is why I live in a big city. There's safety in numbers and as much as they normally don't bother with the likes of me (humans are way more fun to manipulate), I prefer to stay at arm's length and let them do their own thing, we all have our vices and who am I to judge.

I can see a bunch of humans congregating in the town square, maybe I could finally find a decent coffee shop. Getting out of my car I make my way under the cobblestone archway towards the incredible coffee shoppe scent. Perhaps all won't be lost today; I haven't had a decent espresso in days. Walking into this warm and inviting spot is a pleasant surprise. I take in the rich furnishings, the typical yuppie humans (who think that hanging around all day plunking on their laptops make them super cool - it doesn't), an oils landscape exhibit by a local old guy (which is surprisingly good) and a beautiful woman behind the front counter who has flashed me the most incredible smile. Man would I have loved to have met her about 20 years ago. The smell is here is Heavenly, or perhaps Hellish if you want to get technical. 

"What can I get for you, Monsieur?" she asks. Parisian for sure.

"Well, quite frankly, I've been driving for days and would basically kill for a decent espresso. Any chance you would help a poor guy out? Avoid a murderous rampage?" I say, leaning against the counter.

"Murderous rampage? Dare I say that this quiet little town could do with some excitement," she says with a wink, placing her hand on her hip. "But you know, I AM quite fond of preserving my customer base, it just wouldn't be a smart business move and frankly the mess would be too much to clean up. How about a lovely Brazilian roast to curb your impulse?" she smiles, her french accent making the word 'Brazilian' sound really sexy.

"I would LOVE one Miss."

"Miss? My my, you do know I could quite rightly be your mother young man?" she says while penning my order on a receipt pad. "Perhaps you should save that spectacular smile for someone who can truly appreciate it. I'm pretty sure Francine would greatly enjoy you; I'll send her out with your order." She looks up from her paper and motions for me to lean in closer for a bit of privy information. "But please be gentle on her," she whispers. "Her father is quite the marksman and has an impressive display of various mounted heads in his study, some of them even animals." She ends with another wink. 

I like her instantly. 

Francine was your typical beautiful but vapid young human girl. All legs, but nary a brain to be found. I found out quite a bit about my mystery supernatural though. Mom ran off, Dad never remarried, typical broken home suburban saga. My curiosity has been grabbed with this new demon, I want to know more. Need to know more. Lovely Francine has given me way too much info about her beloved AlessaU, and if my senses are bang on, she is scoping me for prom material. Kill me now. 

I haven't felt like this is a long time though. This newbie is drawing me in - maybe that's her power? Who knows, might be a fun distraction to hang out here for a bit, see what secrets this little town holds.

I can't believe I'm voluntarily going back to high school though. Hunter would have a field day with this one. Maybe a little harmless corruption to get the blood flowing and chaos vibes brewing is what the doctor ordered. I downed the coffee in a few gulps and head out to find a hotel that isn't a Shithole. Heading west towards my car, a pretty girl in a flimsy mini walks by and smiles. I smile back just as a very convenient breeze comes up and lifts the hem on her dress a little too high. Don't say I never use my 'gifts' for the greater good.







































Chapter 6

Back To School




STELLA

"Ugh, what IS that? Chicken? I don't think so. Is that really what they expect us to eat? I am revolted and I think I just threw up a little in my mouth, did that slimy thing just move? Ham sandwich please, no cheese." Gabs like to pitch a fit in the caf line. She has done it every day since I've known her, and always ends up with a ham sandwich, no cheese. I don't think she realizes that the lunch lady doesn't give a rat's ass what we eat, she's making minimum wage serving a bunch of ingrates. I'm sure at this point she spits in the ham sandwiches. I order the chicken.

"So mademoiselle Stells, have you seen him yet?" Gabs slides into the orange plastic chair opposite me and takes a swig of her cherry soda. We're sitting in the same spots we've staked claimed on for the last two years. I like the close proximity of the vending machines in case I can't stomach the main. Shit. I think the chicken really did just move.

"Seen who?" I peel back some layers and examine it a little further.

"You're telling me you haven't heard the whispers and sighs of every girl in this school today? I mean I can't go into the ladies without bumping into ten chicks pancaking their makeup and hiking their skirts a wee bit higher than their underpants. New blood Stells, BIG news at AlessaU."

"I've been in an extended English class all morning. An exam prep credit. I'm pretty sure I hate Shakespeare and all he doth stand for. Quit the cryptic, who are you talking about?"

"Well, well mon petit bijou," Gabs leans in to spill the beans. She's such a gossip whore. "I haven't seen him first hand but from what I hear, he is hot, hot, hot, with an extra topping of, you guessed it, HOT." She sticks her finger on her tongue to extinguish the sizzle sound.

"Really? New blood? Well I had better get to the ladies and pad my bra up real nice. Should I un-do a few buttons? Offer him a Hummer in the science lab?" Gabs waves me off clearly irritated by my lack of interest in this juicy gossip game. High school dramas bore me. I can't eat this, I need some quarters.

"Suck it Stells, aren't you at least a little curious? I mean new blood could mean big things for you and your lonely panties." She's getting a lot better at retorts, I have to admit I'm proud.

"Let me ask you something Gabs. Even if I was curious, what do you want me to do about it? Wear short skirts and pretend I'm a big bimbo with an IQ of negative 4 just to get his attention?" she huffs and rolls her eyes.

"Well, I'M extremely curious - and you would be too if you would just turn around and Check. Him. Out. New guy, 2 o'clock. Hmmm, they weren't lying. Nice ass, not my type but definitely a nice ass." She lifts her eyebrows and motions her head to look behind me.

I slop down my fork and glance over my left shoulder. Let's see this bad boy. I scan the crowd, but it isn't hard once I locate him. Those bitches don't lie. Holy mother he is B-E-A-U-T-I-F-U-L. He's chatting up Francine near the door. Figures. The way she's grabbing his arm and giggling like a school girl makes me gag a little. I mean I know we are ALL 'school girls' here technically, but you get my cynical undertone.

He's smiling at her, but not overly, only 'half paying attention smiles', checking out the crowd and scanning his fellow inmates. He's tallish, messy dirty blond hair. Nice build, very lean but you can tell there are some really great abs under that grey t-shirt. He's also sporting some very pricey Rock & Republic jeans and black boots - huh, good taste too.

"Lift your chin up off the floor Stells, I thought this was not worth your precious time?" She got me, I can't stop staring. God you are so pathetic Stella. Shit, he just looked over at us, caught being stalker girl. I need some chocolate. I turn around and fish for change in my 'black hole' bag.

"Goin' to the machine, want anything?" 

"Nope, watching my figure, prom diet in effect!" she smiles as she takes a big haul on her extra fatty ham sandwich. Diet my ass; I will never understand the starving yourself notion either. If you are skinny and miserable, how is that a good thing?

I turn and make my way over to the machines, better to focus on chocolate anyways. Coffee Crisp or Kit Kat? Both delicious but which would be better at filling me up today? I fear my poor chicken has died a brutal death and I can't let him suffer anymore. Hmmm, If only I liked Oh Henry, now THAT would be a nice hearty option - all those crunchy peanuts were sure to satisfy, or is that Snickers? As I stare into the window unable to make up my mind, I catch a reflection behind me in the glass.

"Definitely go for Coffee Crisp. It's a better bar to begin with and you might feel obligated to share with a Kit Kat." I half turn around and actually gasp. To be fair he DID just scare the shit out of me, but if I'm being honest, that wasn't the real reason. 

It's Mr. New Blood and he looks even more incredible up close. His skin is flawless with just the hint of a 5 o'clock shadow like he rolled out of bed and into a GQ spread. I could never get that messy hair thing just right. I think it takes a whole lot of work to appear that low maintenance, but perhaps it's easier for guys. His hair has these flecks of white blond pieces that seem to shimmer in the sunlight coming from the side picture windows and his green eyes are just so green. I mean I wish I could describe it better, but 'just so green' is about all I can come up with. A shiver runs down my back to my toes making my stomach do a flip on the way. His lips curve up into a half smirk, crap am I supposed to answer something? What was the question? I clench my fists as they start to do this nervous vibrating thing.

"Um, Hi. You, ah, you're new here right?" I couldn't think of anything better than THAT? And Gabs wonders why I'm still single.

"Yup, my first day. How could you tell? Was it all the stares and pointing? The whispers in the hallway? Or maybe it was the fact that most of the football team wants to pound the crap out of me. I just love being the new guy," he states, his face beaming into a full smile. I swear he's glowing. He's just spectacular.

"News travels fast in a small town I guess. Try living here your whole life, it sucks." I turn back to the candy bars, panic welling up.

"I guess high school sucks in general right? Have you made your decision?" 

Decision? Decision on what? Who am I? Where am I? 

"Um, still thinking; I'm bad with commitment." I can feel his breath tickle my neck. Yup, I'm starting to actually sweat. I don't dare look back at him.

"Me too." He takes a breath as I steal a look in the glass. He runs his hands through his hair, it messes it up even more, but in such a good way. He glances around the room trying not to rush me. My attempt at not staring fails miserably. I can't seem to tear my eyes away. I'm sure I'm imagining it too but it looks as though his green eyes that are 'just so green', just got darker, more intense. Crap, I've got to get out of here, I'm hallucinating. 

He looks back towards me, the darkness gone and he's smiling fully again (definitely hallucinating). "Well, like I said, if you got a Kit Kat, you might be lured into sharing with someone." Definite pause on the word someone. "Coffee Crisp is a much sounder choice."

"Thanks for the tip Charlie," I start to push coins into the slot and I can feel my hands trembling. 

I swiftly punch in E7, I have no idea what food it corresponds to. What did I buy? The metal circles rotate and a Big Turk falls to the tray. Great, I don't take his advice AND I buy the sickest bar in the machine.

I lean forward, grab the bar, and swiftly turn to make my exit, eager to escape but he's looking at me, clearly puzzled. 

"Charlie? Am I not getting some kind of 'initiation new guy' joke?" he says.

"Well, umm, you seemed to know a lot about chocolate.You know, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. Johnny Depp, Umpa Lumpas, golden tickets..." I trail off. "Sorry not an inside joke, just me making a lame attempt to prove we aren't all, well, lame." I smile at him to prove I'm really not insane and turn to walk away as fast as I can manage without a jog. 

As I leave I hear him chuckle to himself and mumble something but I'm gone before I can register it.

Sitting back at the table, I'm grateful that Gabs was caught up in this months' Glamour and missed the whole show. I sneak a peek back his way as he grabs his bar and leaves the lunchroom. I smile a little to myself and start to replay the dialog in my head. Perhaps this new guy isn't such a bad idea after all. Whoops, here comes reality making a timely appearance. I spot Francine staring at me, no scratch that, glaring at me like she wants to peck my eyes out with her No.2 pencil. I guess she didn't take too kindly to me chatting it up with her new conquest.

I give her a half smile; prove I am not going to be a threat. She smiles back with a forced grin, not sure she's buying it. Balls. 







































Chapter 7

Intuition




GABS

"Alright everyone, GREAT job tonight. I mean it, you're really mastering the 'Cross Body technique'. I love it!" I say, congratulating my beginner Salsa class. I make my way through the group to the stereo as they prepare to pack it in for the night.

"Great progress Peter and Margie, you guys are doing really awesome, although you really have to keep your hands on her back Peter, not any lower," I say with a wink and a smile even though his pervi-ness creeps me out. 

He sheepishly holds his hands up with a grin and a shrug as if he's powerless over his charm. Yeesh. Hazards of the job teaching sexy dances to middle agers who mostly have good intentions. I say mostly for the women who love to feel sexy and have a good time. They are typically so enthusiastic and excited to be here. It's the dudes who mostly have ulterior motives. Case and point with Handsy Pete.

I really do adore my job though. Latin dancing is so sensual and well, hot. When I hear the rhythm, it just feels like sex to me. I'm at complete and utter peace in the studio and on the dance floor. I've been dancing since I was four and it's never lost its' lustre.

I see Peter lingering over his gym bag and giving me the once over in the mirror. I suppose he needs a backup plan in case his efforts on Marg are wasted. I smile back and try not to crack a laugh - not in this lifetime bud.

Once the class filters out, I turn up the music and do a few songs on my own before I head out. It helps me relax and ease some stress and boy this week I need it.

I thought it was so great to have that new guy come to town. Maybe Stells would come back to earth and land that space ship her head has been flying lately. Not a chance, she's even worse then before. We've always been so close and these last few weeks' things are a little strained. Maybe it was my confrontation at Tonya's, I dunno. I know she's dying to leave this town, and I thought Mr. Lovely would be a good distraction. She's distracted alright. 

I've always had a sixth sense about Stella. I just get her. I know what you're thinking. We've been best friends for like EVER and we know EVERYTHING about each other! Uh, no. Not the case actually, Stells and I never had that type of friendship. We never traded traveling pants for the summer, not even close. We're best friends, yes, but we also have a lot going on separately and I think it makes a friendship more meaningful when you aren't stuck to each other like glue. Don't get me wrong; I would do anything for her and her for me. We value each other's opinion even though we mostly don't share the same one. We love each other like sisters and I will kick the crap out of anyone who hurts her. But neither of us were that typical girlie girls who had sleep over's and played barbies. 

I knew something was up when McBroody came to town. He's just so dark and well, broody. Completely good looking but just not my type. I like my guys a little more exotic and tattooless. Outwardly he acts very clever and charming knowing full well he's Gods' gift. But it's when he thinks no one is looking, that is when I see him for what he really is. I sense that all is not what it seems with him. It chills me to my bones. 

It's like he's constantly playing a game, planning his next strategy for whatever he's plotting. There's something about him I can't put my finger on; he just seems sorta dangerous and to be honest it scares the Shit out of me.

She never admitted it, but the day he came to school was the day her bus ticket left town. It's like I'm talking to a brick wall when he enters a room. The lights are on but no one's home, ya know? I would never tell her this... well scratch that, I think I already did, but that is what friends are for right? He is SO not right for her. She's my best friend, I love her dearly, she's beautiful and amazing and all that, but he's out of her league and I know he's hiding something. He HAS to be. I can see through his façade and it just doesn't sit well with me. 

At all. 

It took me a few days to form this opinion and by then it was too late. I could tell she was smitten as a kitten and drooling over his every move.

I head to the change room to get out of my tight red sequinned dress and strappy heels and into comfy leggings and a long cosy sweater. Another bonus to being a dancer, the clothes are fan-frigin-tastic. John, my boss, has already left for the night so I mill about checking doors and turning out the lights. I throw my bag over my shoulder and head out the door and down the stairs. Ginger's is actually located right above my Mom's cafe; my parents own the building and lease the spot to John and Miriam. I need a ride home so I pop into the side door that connects The Grind to the steps up to the studio, and make my way to the back office.

Mom is immersed in some photography prints, the next installation I guess. An exciting new 'artiste', so my Mother would say.

"Hiya Mom, ready to go?"

"Yes sweetie, just give me a few minutes to finish up," she murmurs barely looking up from her task. I know that look; she's going to be at least a half an hour - great.

I head out to the tables and plop down on a big lounger by the front window. I heave a sigh and dig in my bag for my worn copy of Macbeth, better catch up on some English reading while I wait. As I settle into twisted tale of Macbeth, I'm distracted by a strange noise coming from across the square. Downtown is typically deserted on a Tuesday night; The Grind closes early and none of the shops are open either. The square should be dead empty by now. 

The lights suddenly dim, as Mom starts her close. She must be nearly ready, nice, quicker then I thought. I turn back to the street to see if I can spy the commotion source. I have a good inconspicuous view from my now dark seat; the low lights give me a better view of the square. Peering past the fountain, I see a shadowed figure in the alley between Maggie's Ski Wear and the local Tourism Bureau. It takes me a few squinty minutes but I soon realize it's him. Asher Grey is just standing just over there, all by himself and acting really weird. What the hell is he doing?

His hands are the only part of him moving, hovering parallel to the ground. It looks like his hair is flying about and his coat is just lifting right up like he's in a weird cross breeze or one of those simulation tornado booths you see at the arcade. Well, that's odd. Peering so close to the glass I'm almost pressed against it, I'm mesmerized by his weirdness. I don't even hear my Mom approach me from behind.

"Whatcha looking at honey?" I jump out of my skin with a loud "SHIT" and knock my head against the glass. Opps, I said shit, she hates it when I curse. Double shit.

"Nice Gabriella. Would that be the language of a lady?"

Uh oh, she used my full name. 

"Sorry Mom, you scared the Sh.., I mean, you took me by surprise. I was just looking, um... did you see that?" I spin back around pointing to the glass but he's gone. Did I imagine it? 

"See what Gabby?" Mom leans forward and squints into the window. We check out the deserted square once more as Ash seems to have disappeared.

"Nothing I guess," I say, as I brush my hands through my hair. 

"Let's go, you ready?" I say as I scoot off the lounger and towards the front door.

"Ohhh Gabby, wait until you see the next photo installation I have cooking. It is just magnificent darling... " And she's gone. When she gets into work stuff I know it is better to let her just rattle on until she's finished. I scan the street as she locks up behind me. I expected a breeze or something when we came out, but it's eerily calm. A shiver jumps down my spine that has nothing to do with the weather. I hustle mom quicker then normal to the car.

 I know what I saw. I saw something I wasn't supposed to. Asher Grey is definitely hiding something. He's off his rocker, I'm sure of it. Stella just SUCKS at guys.







































Chapter 8

Nasty Flu Bug




STELLA     

Holy crap it's cold out. That's the problem with spring. Blazing hot during the day and freeze your knickers off at night. Slamming Murrie's door, I wrap my jacket tighter and pick up the pace towards The Grind. Gabs is meeting me for open mic night. Things have been so tense between us for the last little bit, I dunno, I guess I haven't been myself lately either.  I'm really looking forward to hanging out with her tonight. Being raunchy and making fun of all the patrons in order to feed our own insecurities.

I've had the flu or something for weeks now; feverish, sweaty, spacey, REALLY hungry - the symptoms don't add up on WebMD at all. It's been kicking my ass and I've only just started to feel a little better this week. Weird shit too, like my skin was all itchy but I had no rash. My hair was falling out in clumps in the shower, but then would feel fuller somehow. My hands would be red hot but I would be freezing and piling on layers of sweaters. Even my eye colour seems to have changed from blue to a brighter blue-y gold or something. I haven't been sleeping either and my dreams are just crazy and bizarre and needless to say, keeping me from my beauty rest. Gabby has tried way too hard to get me to shake it off which has given rise to the amount of tension between us. She thinks I'm just goo goo'ing the new guy and that I need to smarten up, but really as much as I think he's hot, he's out of my league and I've just felt like a pile garbage.

When I finally went to see Dr. Stevens he took one look at me and began to explain the birds and bees and how hormones change our appearance and sometimes it feels really strange and different, like we're actually sick but we're not. Blah Blah Blah, I'm not an idiot doc, it isn't hormones. I think. He humoured me, took my temp, said I was fine and sent me on my way. Failed health system once again.  

A freezing gust of wind does a final whip up behind me and flicks my ponytail into the air as I jump inside the glass door. Spying Gabs in the coveted corner booth, I give a little wave and make my way through the crowd. Dude with incredible dreds is busy setting up his bongos in the corner by the window, oh Lord, this should be interesting. I make my way to the back and slide into the booth.

"Holy frick it's nippy out there!" I plunk down, keeping my jacket on, shivering out the chill and blowing on my ice cube fingers.

"Dude, I am just SWEATING. My advanced class was awesome tonight but Shit, I need to work out more. They were kicking my big ass to shreds," she admits. 

"Really Gabs? You, out of shape? You are so in shape I feel I should slap you. Shut it sister," I tease, but would really slap her if she actually felt that way.  

"Evening ladies. My name is Francine and it will be my pleasure to serve you tonight." Ah yes, of corse Francine is working tonight. I felt her cold presence immediately. At school she is a goddess, but in here Gabs surpasses in rank. Bosses daughter and all. 

She's been extra bitchy since Asher came to town too; I still don't think she's fully accepted that I'm definitely no threat to her happy coupledom. The grapevine clearly states them as 'an item' so I played nice and haven't spoken to him since. Her blond hair is pulled back and up on top of her perfectly flawless face. Pretty good up-do but I could do better. She's sporting a lovely and almost see-through light pink t-shirt with the tightest red pants I have ever seen. I didn't stand a chance with Mr. new blood. No one did.

"Heellllooooo Fanny." Gabs can goad her without consequence. "We'd luuurrrve some hot chocolates pretty please," she says, batting her eyelashes. "Put it on my tab. Oh and don't forget the whipped cream!" Gabs hollers after her as she rolls her eyes and stomps into the kitchen.

"Oh and sprinkles too!" I belt out as I stand up to take off my coat, getting my temp to normal finally. It's a struggle tugging off my vintage army jacket, my shirt underneath is one of those loose flashdance-y type sweatshirts and my left arm is almost all the way out the top. I pull back the fabric and do a quick fix pulling the shirt back down over my leggings. I see a big blob of mud on my boots and lean awkwardly to the side to try and kick it off. I leave on my scarf and wrap it back around my neck while I sit back down.

"Are we settled there Lady, or do you need some assistance?"

"I'm good. So, what do you think of Mr. Bongos?" I say, gesturing towards the entertainment. Poor sucker is struggling up there, dropping his equipment and fumbling with the mic height. He looks like he's going to pass out from the pressure and he hasn't started playing yet. I'm sure he doesn't realize how little attention people pay to the talent.

"C'mon guy, bongos? Really? That was the instrument of choice when he decided to be a 'cool' musician? Where were his friends? His parents even? Like sorry son, this is so not going to get you a chick. I mean, save this poor boy from daily ridicule and humiliation!" Gabby is in a great mood, I breathe out the rest of any stress I might have had over tonight.

The lights suddenly dim, cuing the start of his set. We share a 'this is going to be awesome' look and turn our attention on dred guy. I expect to burst into laughter but Gabs and I stare back at him in complete silence; our mouths wide open in shock. Well eff me, he was good, REALLY good. Bravo bongo boy.

Gabs was the first to speak in a whisper without averting her eyes, "Do you think bongo boy is a single boy?"

"Go for it Gabby, I am now a converted bongo groupie." 

Guy was blowing it out of the park with some sort of Cuban rendition of the Stones' Sympathy for the Devil.

As he continued on, I spoke first, needing to keep the momentum of our first easy conversation in weeks alive, "So onto a more intellectual note, what do you think of Miss Fanny's outfit? About a 9 on the slutty scale?" 

"I'm thinking an 8. Her shirt should be showing tummy skin to rank higher. Belly buttons rule the scale and frankly she's disappointing me. I really thought she had it in her to be a top scorer tonight. I give one thumb down, redeeming herself only for the ability to read the size tag of her bra through the nearly see through tee; 32 C I might add." Gabs pulls her thumb down and shakes her head in sadness, but still keeps her eyes trained on dred guy. 

"Can we be so quick to judge? Perhaps we need to take this to the next level and consider other criteria?"

"Like what Miss Stella?"

"Well Miss G, I'm glad you asked. Clearly some extra sluttiness is occurring for her to have snagged the new guy. Perhaps clothes alone isn't the most telling of factors? I wonder how long it took Mr. Cool Hair to get a glimpse inside those tight pants? Maybe we need to raise the score to accommodate this development?"

"Yes, please why don't you? I would hate to ruin my score when I can easily gain points for jumping someones bones," says an ice cold voice from over my shoulder. I leapt out of my skin as Fran appeared out of nowhere placing our drinks on the tables with a thunk. Crap.

I stalled waiting for Gabby to handle it, grabbing my hot chocolate and taking a huge swig burning my tongue nearly off. I guess that is why it's called HOT chocolate dummy. Francine is bolted to the floor, one hand on her hip, tray in the other, staring at me, and only me, with daggers in her eyes. Suddenly my chill has returned. 

Gabs isn't phased at all, but it isn't like she can launch an attack on her anyways. Fran works here, but sadly I'm fair game.

"We were uh, just commenting on the drummers 'cool' hair and how he must get all the chicks. What do you think?" I say, holding the cup under my nose between my two hands; averting her evil eyes and praying for a reprieve. I think she almost bought it - for a nanosecond. She looks over to the musician and deals a dual blow.

"Definitely hot, too bad he's gayer then the wind. But what do I know? I'm just a bimbo who'll let anyone into my 32 C cup, right?" she scowls and turns on her 3 inch heels to disappear into the crowd.

Double crap. Gabs is horrified on the gay comment, and doesn't even register my imminent public death.

"Gay?! No way? Really?" Gabs is completely oblivious and remains trapped in her own drama, yet again. "How can anyone that good with their hands be gay?" she continues with a horrified stare trained on drummer boy. "I mean, he's super hot, and talented - and like, hot!"

I've got to find Fran and apologize or I'm facing social suicide tomorrow. It isn't like we don't like her, she's nice enough to your face, but the pecking order rule is to be polite, do what she says, and stay out of her way. Making fun of people is just what we do; it isn't like we intend for them to hear it. That would be just plain ol' mean. We clearly need a new hobby.

I get up, scan the crowd, and spot her behind the counter. Cool, I'll catch her when she's making lattes and can't escape. Although she could hurl a hot coffee pot at my head. I'll take my chances. I suppose it would be a little unprofessional. 

Shock has registered on Gabby's face as she tries to figure out a way to seduce bongo boy straight. She barely notices me leave. I shimmy out of the booth and weed through the crowds towards Fran. Someone is now chatting her up and blocking my apologetic performance. "Geez just tip her and move it along buddy," I mutter. He turns slightly as recognition hits me like a ton of bricks. Asher Grey. 

I suck in a breath and slowly turn around, please don't let them see me. 

"Stella, is there something you need from me?" Fran hollers over the din of the music. I halt my lame attempt at escape and turn back to face them both. She dons a big plastic smile that doesn't reach her eyes which are scanning me to determine how she will rip me apart. Pay back is a bitch. I plaster a smile on my face and start grovelling immediately.

"Hey. I uh, just wanted to tell you that the hot chocolates were awesome," I say brandishing my two thumbs up gesture. Really Stella? Regardless, always start with a compliment – Sucking Up 101. 

"And uh, what you overheard us talk about back there was just a stupid joke. We really didn't mean it, we were just trying to be funny and it wasn't at all, I'm really sorry you overheard that. I, uh, I love your shoes... " My voice trails off as I realize I'm worse at apologies then avoiding sarcasm.

"Funny? Well ha ha. Say, Ash. Have you met Stella yet? You see, she was just over there with her little friend basically calling me a slut. Do you think I should let her off the hook or make her pay for it?" she states as she crosses her arms in a stronghold stance.

Is there a hole I can crawl into and die? Francine is fuming, but I can tell she's enjoying my public humiliation. Perhaps this will be enough penance for me. I glance over at Ash who's smiling and equally loving this. Perhaps he thinks a good old-fashioned cat-fight will erupt. What is it with guys watching chicks pull each other's hair while we flail around on the ground? Scratch that, I know exactly why they love it.

"Well, let's see. She does seem pretty genuine about it. Stella is it? Maybe you could forgive and forget? Or maybe you could convince her that the only way to make it up to you would be to join the musician for an impromptu duet? You can sing right?" He folds his arms to match her and leans back on the counter with a huge cocky grin.

Asshole. They are perfect for each other. I'm too tired for this. 

"Look Fran, I really am sorry. You don't have to forgive me, but I just wanted to tell you that," I say, wheeling around in a huff and running smack dab into Gabs' mom.

"Oh sorry Mrs. Castillo. I didn't see you there."

"Stella dear! I see you have made the acquaintance of my newest discovery!" She turns me back around to face the crap heads.

I look back at her clearly confused. Don't know, don't care; I'm desperate for an exit strategy but you don't mess with Mrs. C when she has her iron grasp on you. I learned that lesson the hard way when last summer, Gabs and I decided to 'borrow' the family vehicle to make a midnight run to Burger King. We never bothered to pause and realize that her parents would most certainly hear the garage door opening as their bedroom is directly above it. When we returned, Mrs. C was standing in the garage waiting for us. I don't think terrifying fully explained her facial expression.

Technically Gabby only had a learners permit, but she was a really good driver and she was taking the test in like two days so it was pretty much legal. Her mom didn't quite get our logic. She told me to wait in the kitchen while she had a talk with Gabby. Instead I wandered into the TV room to watch a Jersey Shore re-run - big mistake. Let me just say that I love Mrs. Castillo, but that night she put the fear of God in me and I remain terrified of pissing her off again. I stay firmly planted beside her.

"Mr. Grey here has graciously offered to let me display some of his beautiful photography pieces this month. He's an amazing young photographer, just landed here from New York City." She is grinning like a school girl. 

I turn to my left to scan the walls, which I normally do each time I come in, but tonight I was distracted. The one wall she's referring to had seven framed black and white prints lined up in a straight row. She ushered us over for a better look and they literally took my breath away.

The first I see is of a homeless woman huddled under a mountain of coats pushing a fully loaded shopping cart. There isn't anything unusual about this shot on first glance but when I look a little closer I can see that it's the smallest of details that make the piece so intriguing. Her gnarled fingers gripping the cart. Her sad eyes that tell a story of pain, suffering and eventual madness. Her swollen feet, blistered and twisted with the pressure of constant movement, a lifetime spent patrolling the street. My God, the things she's had to endure in those shoes. I can't tear my eyes away. 

"The detail is breathtaking," I say, transfixed by the print.

"I knew you would love this exhibit sweetie," she whispers in my ear, briefly hugging my shoulders and turns back to engage Ash. "Stella is an artist herself, studying graphics this fall. Our little girl is moving to the big city (sigh), they grow up so fast. Perhaps you have some great survival tips for our little beauty. Watch it though Stells, this one is quite the charmer." She leans back to me with a conspiratorial wink. She's so animated when she talks about my creative side. We share a strong bond, sort of like a mother and daughter might. Well at least I assume that's what it's like; I certainly don't have any reference points.

"Would love to Mrs. Castillo. Glad you like my work Stella."

I turn back to face Ash. He's staring at me with a crooked grin; his green eyes put me under a spell I swear, he can't be of this world. My hands are vibrating again with nervous jitters. I know he's trying to be confident and cocky but I can see something flicker in his gaze and understand immediately that perhaps he's just stepped out of his comfort zone with displaying his work in public. Putting yourself out there is a scary and palm sweaty thing. You constantly await approval, props that you are actually talented. You sometimes get it, but more often then not you get the shaft. It isn't for the faint of heart.

I found a poem once, which both inspires and terrifies me.

Creativity is essentially a lonely art. An even lonelier struggle. To some a blessing. To others a curse. It is in reality the ability to reach inside yourself and drag forth from your very soul an idea.

Mrs. Castillo makes a hasty exit to deal with a panini disaster leaving us alone to 'further the critical analysis' of his prints. Her words, not mine. I can see Francine stuck behind the counter stabbing me with her eyes. I'm so dead.

I glance back to Ash who's waiting and gauging my reaction of the prints. I should make him suffer for the Francine comments but when I catch his stare it feels like his gaze is boring into my soul. I can't remember my own name let alone a witty comeback. Being left alone with him has switched my anxiety into high gear. Panic starts to raise the hairs on the back of my neck as a heat travels up into my cheeks making it very clear I am so out of my element. Really Stella, you can handle this, he's just some random guy right? He's even off the market, much easier to remain blasé around.

I turn back and stare at the prints, trying desperately to regain some semblance of composure. Maybe if I remain mute long enough he'll just leave. I really can't see anything in front of me anyways, fear has made me temporarily blind.   

No dice, he moves to stand beside me with his hands in his back jeans pockets. God he's hot, we're such suckers for the tortured artist. I guess knowing we all have insecurities, even drop dead gorgeous ones like Ash, make us want to jump their bones even more. I blink a few times, take a number of deep breaths and try to relax. The sooner you look at the damn photos Stella, the sooner you can get the hell out of there. 

Finally able to see again, I move along the wall on shaky feet and look at the rest of his prints. They seem to be all shot in New York. Gritty but beautiful New York. I can't WAIT to live there. His shots really are amazing, Mrs. C was right. Just as most right brain folks would agree, sometimes you can get totally engrossed in something visually incredible and I have to say that his work really drew me in. So much so that I actually started to relax. I almost forgot he was standing less then a foot away from me. Almost.

"So, Parsons or NYU?" his voice snaps me back into the noisy, bustling cafe.

"Um, Parsons. Graphic design will be my major," I say sneaking a peek back at him.

He nods and smiles, still staring ahead, "Great choice." 

Focusing back on the next shot, I sense an odd vibe coming from him, like he knows me from somewhere. Maybe we knew each other in another lifetime, God Stella don't say THAT out loud. I sneak another glance over at him, looking really home sick.

"Do you miss it?"

"Miss what?"

"New York. Do you miss living there?"

"Yeah. Yeah I do," he says with a sigh. "The city is just so alive, with people and sounds, and a vibe that just permeates your soul. I feel a strong connection to it even now, while I'm stuck here." He lifts his hands emphasizing the crappiness of 'here'.

I nod slightly. We lapse back into silence and move onto the next one. A young mother and what must be her daughter, walking down Bleeker street according to the street sign. The girl is holding her Moms' hand and you can just feel the excitement in her eyes as she relays some fantastic story. The mother is smiling and guiding her child safely down the street. I've never met my mother, never seen a picture, but I know that this is not the way she would have looked at me. She was selfish and didn't want me. I feel an immediate sense of despair looking at this print, even though I think it was meant to be a happy piece. Ash picks up on my change in demeanour.

"What are you thinking right now?" he turns to face me head on, crossing his arms in front. I can't help but turn towards him too. He's like a magnet, his energy pulling me towards him.      	

"Oh you don't really want to know," I shuffle my feet and look down to avoid his gaze, crossing my arms in front as well. This is getting too intense for me.

"Try me."

I scan the room, trying to find the right words to explain myself. The last thing I want is to scare him away listening to the 'creepy girl with mommy issues'. I see Francine giving me the stink eye and Gabs is flirting overtly with gay bongo boy. Everyone else seems genuinely happy and enjoying themselves. Why could I never be like that? I've always felt lost, alone in this world, like I'm just not fitting into the puzzle. I can't believe I am telling a stranger this, but it comes out before I can stop myself.

"I'm thinking of my mother. She left when I was a baby and I was thinking how this is never how she would have looked at me," I gesture towards the print taking it in for a second time.

He pauses, looking back at the happy mom, and ponders my comment; probably thinking of a way to escape the clutches of Debbie Downer. He shocks the hell out of me when he turns back to look into my eyes with a piercing and soulful stare.

"Well Stella, sometimes things aren't always as they seem. People make choices and sometimes they are right and sometimes they are wrong. Maybe your Mother felt that leaving was her only option. Not an easy choice. You can never think it was easy."

Anxiously running his hands through his hair, it appears perhaps I've hit his own Achilles Heel. Where did that come from? What deep dark secret is HE hiding? I stare back into his eyes, trying to figure him out but I'm suddenly just soooo tired. Mr. Flu is definitely not done with me yet.

His comment makes me feel better though. I've never really made total peace with my mom's decisions but perhaps they weren't as black and white as I have always thought. Dad doesn't talk about it, and I really don't like to dwell on things I can't change. My heart is broken from someone I never even met.

I feel an overwhelming desire to just go home now and curl up in my warm bed with Harve. My trusty side-kick. Things have been shitty with Gabs, Francine is going to annihilate my reputation and now I feel the loss of my mother all over again. I must be pms-ing. I thought I dealt with this crap a long time ago. When did things get so complicated? I start to well up with tears trying to take a deep breath and shake off a very embarrassing meltdown.

 "You really are a talented photographer Ash. Beautiful." 

 I fake a smile and glance around the room, forming my exit strategy. When I look back to him, he's intensely staring at me, his green eyes seem to hold me in a trance. It's like we're the only two people in this room. The hum of conversation and music is lost on me now. I can't possibly be imagining this. It almost feels like there is an electric current bouncing between us. It makes me shiver and I pull my hands up to rub away the chill on my arms.

 "Thanks for sharing these with me. I'm gonna get going now. You have a good night."

 I turn around to leave and feel a jolt of something go up my arm. Like I stuck my finger in a light socket and the currents are winding their way up my arm; my nerve endings standing at attention. I snap back to see Ash pulling his hand away from my arm like he grabbed a lit match. What the? He pulls back and appears breathless and confused. He rapidly averts his eyes from mine and turns so fast it looks like a blur. He mutters barely above a whisper. "Good Night Stella."

 Still tingling from his touch, I bolt. I wave to a confused Gabs as I grab my coat and bag, I need to get home. I think finals must have gotten to me, I'm officially losing it.







































Chapter 9

The Art Of Folding A T-Shirt




God why did I cry so much last night, I'm avoiding looking in the mirror at all costs, still lying in bed, twirling my hair into knotted strands. A habit I could never seem to break. I'm waiting until the last possible minute before I'll be late for work to drag myself out of my slumber cocoon. Ugh work. Kim called me this morning and asked me to fill in for Marla. Apparently, she had an accident at the Dairy Queen last night, slipped on a spilled blizzard or something. I dunno, my guess is that she probably lost her balance because her boobs make her so top heavy. Yes you're right, I'm jealous.

All I want to do today was stay home and sulk. I've replayed the events of last night a hundred times and I still don't know how I feel about it. I mean it's cool that I had my first real conversation with Ash, but it ended so weird and then I got so upset over my mother. That hasn't happened in a really long time, it took me by surprise. And what was that weird shock from Ash touching me? I'm sure I was just startled at being grabbed; a totally imagined weird cosmic reaction to him.

Finally I crawl out of bed, a long hot shower is definitely on the docket. The water is turned so hot it almost burns my skin, but it feels so amazing that I stay in extra long and now I'm sure I'm super late. I pull on my most comfy work clothes; leggings, a long tunic and a warm and cosy cardy as I start to feel almost human again. Maybe that flu finally made it's exit. Good riddance.

I mean I'm still a bit tired, but I'm actually feeling a lot better health-wise; maybe all I needed was a good cry and a full nights sleep. I didn't dream a thing last night which was a welcome reprieve. I slept so deeply, I barely heard my phone chirping from Kim. I glance at the clock and hustle into the bathroom for my 'conceal the fact you cried yourself to bed' make-up when I freeze in front of my full-length mirror. Staring at my reflection, I inch a little closer, not understanding who this person is looking back at me. I was expecting red swollen eyes, blotchy skin, maybe even a red and flakey nose - typical bawlfest outcome. No, this wasn't what I was expecting at all. I look different. Different from yesterday. Different from last night. Me still, but really not me.

You know when you're 15 and wake up on your 16th birthday and you think YAY! I'm old now and I'm finally going to get my boobs and no more pimples! Then you look in the mirror and you look exactly the same, maybe a little worse. Well that's what I first thought of, but the bizarro version of that scenario. 

I actually look better some how. Almost like my hair grew a few more inches since last night and appears a little glossier and fuller. Plus, I am so not lying about this, but my boobs actually look a little bigger. I actually have cleavage popping out of my bra. Dad must have put it in the dryer. I think the crying messed up my eye balls or something. Maybe the flu bug altered my brain? Maybe I really have been taken by the Stepfords and made into a pretty fem-bot?! Suddenly my phone alarm pierces my ear drums, snapping me back to reality. Fem-bots? Really Stella? Knowing the alarm basically translates to 'leave the house now or you are going to get the shaft', I shake it off and book it to work.

As the day plugs on, I'm actually feeling the best I have in weeks. Kim keeps eyeballing me like I'm on meth or something as I haven't made one single eye roll AND I've been super nice to all the Soccer Moms to boot - a record for me! 

Texting Gabs on my break, I apologized for last night and found out that indeed Bongo Boy is gay (sucks) but that thankfully I left when I did as Todd Winters showed up asking Gabs a whole bunch of questions about me. If I was seeing anyone, how I was feeling, if I was into Star Wars. Todd's a nice guy. Too nice really. The Star Wars comment was a little off base but I'm genuinely flattered. I have to think of a nice way to let him down easy. Perhaps if I tell him I prefer Star Trek he'll realize we aren't cosmically matched and move on.

Zoning out as I fold t-shirts and hash over my 'I really want to focus on school right now', or the 'I don't to ruin our friendship' speech, a familiar voice brings me back to the land of here and now.

"Either you're really into orderly t-shirts, or you've fallen into a standing coma due to boredom. Personally I hope it's the coma as the former is really too nerdy for me." Wheeling around, I almost smack Ash in the chin with my elbow before he jumps back in a super fast jolt and avoids the pummel.       

"Holy Shit Ash, didn't your Mother ever teach you not to creep up on people and scare the bejezus out of them?" I stammer, holding my hand to my chest as if it will slow down the frantic hammering that's begun. "Good reflexes though, I'm impressed."

"Sorry Stella, I just thought staring at you any longer without speaking might make me look a little stalker-ish and tarnish my 'new guy' coolness."

"'New guy' coolness? Nah, the chicks are just desperate in this town. They'd take you on even if you had a few sister wives," I say with a smirk getting back some composure.

"Ouch. I guess my charms don't extend to you then Miss Grace. Too bad, I thought we would be dangerously hot together," he says with a wink and a devilish grin as my heart picks up in tempo again. I step back and grab my necklace, playing with the skull charm in a fidgety habit to re-gain control of my nerves. 

"So what are you doing here then? Besides Stalking me that is."

Did I just make another joke? Am I shamelessly flirting with him? Yes. Yes I am.

"Hey now, there's definitely something to be said for stalkers; all that determination and focus takes drive. Even 'nerdy' old you would have to admit it's a little admirable."

"Har Har. Ok I get it. But to be fair, I get paid to fold these t-shirts and I happen to be very good at it, so there," I say crossing my arms in front as he hooks his fingers into his front jeans loops.	

"So, do you want the honest answer or the non-stalker answer?" he replies.

"Both please."

"Ok, non-stalker is that I need some new clothes until the rest of mine get shipped here from New York. Stalker answer is that I just wanted to see how you were doing after last night."  

"Oh. Um. Ya, I'm good. Uh thanks for asking," I pause, surprised over his openness. "I'm really not usually so bizarre, but I've been getting over this flu and it's beaten the crap out of me lately. Hormones in overdrive I guess." Mortified I mentioned hormones, I snap my mouth shut and stare down at my riveting feet. What is wrong with you Stella?

"I'm glad. I meant what I said too Stella. Whether her reasons for leaving you were well intended or selfish, you can never think it was an easy choice. Sometimes Shit happens and there is nothing you can do about it. Well, besides buy some expensive jeans - is that really what they cost?" he says gesturing to the rack beside us with a look of horror.

Grateful for the topic change, I push forward with trying to get him undressed.

"C'mon guy, they're True Religion! They make your butt look incredible. Isn't that worth a few hundred?"

"You think I need it?" he says with a glint in his eye. Is he actually flirting back?

Grabbing his shoulders and turning him around in a move I had no idea I was ballsy enough to pull off I say, "We all need a little help from time to time. You're ok, but I work on commission so yes, you need it." The heat rushes through his t-shirt and sends my fingers tingling. I pull my hands back and fold them in front to quell my shaking hands.

Craning his neck back to check his butt out, he laughs, "Alright, I'll try them on. But I'd better get a discount for all this harassment you know. Aren't you supposed to suck up to me and tell me I look devilishly handsome?"

"I think tough love is better, don't you? I mean, we wouldn't want you walking around like this any longer would we?" I say gesturing up and down his body.

Smiling as he turns back around and meets my gaze head on, we share a connected look and it's like last night at The Grind. Like we're the only two people in the store. That thrum of electricity is making me shake harder but this time I feel more powerful, like I'm controlling it, not the other way around. It feels incredible. I don't know how I was able to not stumble through this conversation so far, but I feel different today. 

Guiding him to the men's section, we start picking up some very expensive things to try on - hey a girls got to make a living and from the look of him so far, I'd say he has expensive tastes even as he jests, and a very deep wallet. Our conversation flows easily and naturally. As intimidating as I initially thought he was, he's really not too bad. Kind of like when you LOVE a celebrity and you covet them forever; their movies, pictures in magazines, and you have little scenarios running in your head of how they would desperately fall in love with you the instant they met you. Then you see them in an interview and they sound super dumb and annoying bringing you back to reality as they lose that rock star status in your brain. Ash is far from annoying and stupid, but I realize he's just a boy and what have I got to lose? I feel a definite connection with him, whether it's one-sided or not.

Hauling armloads of potentials, we head back towards the change rooms. I unlock number 2 with my free right hand and enter first to hang them up. As I sort them on the pegs, I ask him about his photos. 

"So are you thinking of doing photography full time in the fall?" I ask. When I get no reply, I turn around expecting him to be meandering around the belts, only to find him right behind me, blocking my entrance.

"Geez Ash, you're going to have to stop this creepy silent stalker crap. I know some kick ass self defence from gym class and I'm not afraid to use it."

Without answering my question, he stares into my eyes with a fierce intensity I can't figure out. The air between us seems charged and heavy. I'm finding it hard to breathe in this tiny space with him.

Turning serious, he says, "Look Stella, one of the reasons I came here was to apologize for my abrupt exit last night. I guess I was a little overwhelmed by you seeing my prints on the walls. It made me nervous, and I don't do well with nervous," he breaks off.

What? I made HIM nervous?

Leaning against the doorframe with his hands in his jeans pockets, he continues, "I love to take pictures, it helps me find beauty out of the garbage in my life. But I never show them like that. I don't know what got into me and why I let Mrs. Castillo see them in the first place. I was in there one day having a coffee and flipping through my book when she bombarded me in a frenzy and wouldn't let me out of there until I agreed to let her show them."

"The wrath of Mrs. C. It's a crime to say no to her, Check out the county by-laws, it's there," I say.

"No kidding. She's great but a little intense you know?"

"Oh I know, believe me when I say that you don't cross that woman. Unless you have a death wish that is," I say quirking a smile at him.

He laughs, letting go of his serious face and relaxing again.

"I'm serious though, have you thought of doing it professionally after high school?" I ask, bringing my fingers up to nibble on the nails. Filthy habit.

"Sometimes. I dunno. I think I would kill myself if I had to make a living taking wedding photos of bitchy brides." He shudders at the thought making me giggle at the idea. "You think they are that good?" he asks.

He stares down at me and my mind just goes blank. What I really think is not lady like enough for me to admit. I clear my throat, 

"Of course I do, my God, your work is awesome, I wish I had one ounce of your talent. Truly. Would your parents support you?"

"My Father isn't really that interested in my career choices, I don't think he would have any issues. My Mom died a long time ago." A sadness crosses deep into his expression.

Good one Stella, bring up his dead mom.

"I'm so sorry Ash, I didn't mean to bring it - "

Waving me off he says, "Geez Stella, think nothing of that, I've dealt with the past, it's ancient history, and I'm ok with it, really." Smiling at me again, he lightens the mood. Thank God. I never really knew how to deal with death. Humiliation and disappointment is old hat to me, but death freaks me out. 

"I just wanted to explain my actions, that's all." 

"No worries, really. I - " He leans away from the wall to walk forward, pushing me back into the small claustrophobic room with him as he starts to undo his jeans. Whoa.

"What are you doing?!" I shriek.

"Well I AM in a change room, and I thought I would try on all this stuff you think would look amazing on me," he says shining me a confident grin.

"Well let me get the hell out first! You change with the door closed Ash. What a line. Does that actually work on anyone? No wonder Francine and you are an item, she's such a sucker!" 

As I try to shimmy around him and out the door, he pulls his right arm across and blocks my exit, "Now Stella, have I ever said I was dating Francine?" 

"It was just an assumption - I mean, you hang out at school and the gossips are wagging about your togetherness. It's pretty obvious Ash." I take a deep breath trying to stay cool and nonchalant and stop that enormous flush that is creeping up my neck.

"If I were you I wouldn't assume anything Stella. Next time just ask me." He enunciates those last three words as he moves towards me like he's about to kiss me. I can see the fine lines on his lips, his beautiful eyes, his smooth skin and his breath intoxicates me, making me forget the world. He smells different from any guy I've ever known. Normally it's cheap heavy cologne and tic-tacs. Ash smells a little sweet, like soap and spice. Very unique and very sexy. Finally, he leans back, taking his arm down and flicking the top button of his jeans open, exposing the top of his black waistband underwear.

"Now. If you're not going to assist me in the changing department, then I must ask you to leave before I take my shirt off and you find yourself unable to resist my amazing body. It might get a little embarrassing for your boss," he grins, nodding towards Kim whose eyes that are trained on us like daggers.

"I don't get paid enough for THAT Mr. Grey, call me if you need a new size," I say squeezing by without a backwards glance and shut the door behind me. I smile to myself and step back onto the floor, thanking the Gods that at least he didn't see me trip on the way out.







































Chapter 10

The Past




JOHN GRACE

I need a maid. Period. I know I can afford it, but I always think I should just suck it up and wash my own god damn underwear. Then I find myself sorting darks from whites hating every nanosecond of it. Stella claims she doesn't mind and typically does most of it whipping around with her iPod on full blast. But soon she's leaving. Gone. My God, she is actually packing up and leaving. Panic has definitely started to set in the last few weeks. My anxiety is through the roof thinking of her alone in the big city. I know I have to let her go but sue me, I just can't.

Christ, when did my little girl become a grown up? I can still remember changing diapers, taking her to first grade, coaching her soccer games, then came the bra store - what an awkward ordeal that was. Now she's graduating and going to college all on her own. What the hell am I going to do? Sentiments aside, maid hire comes first.

I'm just so proud of her and how she turned out despite the circumstances. You'd think she'd be way more screwed up dealing with me as a single father but she really is incredible. It's only been the last few weeks that she's seemed a little off. I count myself lucky that she never became a disgruntled teenager. I couldn't take the drama.

I've always felt she was way more grown up then she was. An old soul. Perhaps I gave her too much responsibility but she really never seemed to mind. About a month ago I started to notice some changes with her. Definitely spacey and holed up alone in her room all the time. She blamed exams but I know something is up with Gabs and pray not a guy. Teenagers and hormones, someone kill me now. 

Just as I'm shoving the vacuum back into the closet with a little more aggression then necessary, the front door opens and Stella rolls in from her Saturday shift.

"Hey Stells. I didn't know you were scheduled for today. I didn't get back until after 11 this morning. Sorry I missed our breakfast date."

She seems happy (good sign) but distracted, as she fumbles to hang her keys, dropping them for the second time. Dam, maybe it IS guy trouble? Or should I say, guy, but no trouble? This isn't making me feel any better. 

"No worries Dad. I had to work at the last second anyways. How was Providence?" she asks, leaning down to pick up the keys once more, her mind a mile away.

"It was great actually. We held an interactive forum with a bunch of really brilliant kids... " 

She's checking her phone and not listening to a single word. 

"...who are convinced that aliens as are going to come to earth and impregnate all the humans with super smart alien babies trained to take over the earth."

"Cool." She walks past me, still fiddling with her phone, towards the kitchen and grabs a drink from the fridge. 

"Whoa, earth to Stella? What is up with you today? Are you on drugs? That's it, you're grounded until I die." I fold my arms and lean against the archway into the kitchen.

"Sorry, I'm just thinking Dad. Hey can I ask you something?"

"Uh sure." Please don't let her ask about sex. No sex. No sex. No...

"Um, I don't want to upset you, but I'm curious about something." she asks.

"OKkkaayyyy. You're making nervous Stells. What's up? I promise to not flip out.... much."

"Um, OK. Here goes. How did you and my mother meet?" she questions with a wariness in her eyes.

Ouch. Did not expect that one, worse then sex. Well almost. I guess I knew this day would come. I kinda thought maybe she would be content with dear old Dad and not ask too many questions. Suddenly I'm brought back to HER, and I almost smile, she always had that effect on me. Even after the lies and abandonment, I waited so long for her to come back to me. I was such a sucker.

"Why do you want to know that Stell?"

"Oh you know just curious, we've never actually talked about it; what it was like when you met? Was it love at first sight or did it happen later on? Stuff like that."

She's turned from me, staring out the window, phone forgotten in her hand. Serious questions aren't really our thing here. 

She's never asked anything this specific before. It was always something like 'where'd she go?' 'Why did she not want us?', or 'how could she do that?'. Stella was never interested in the good parts, the beginning. Just the end.

As I watch her silhouette, I notice she most definitely looks different today. I can't quite put my finger on it but it's there. Her hair? She looks older somehow, more like her mother then ever before. How have I not noticed? It seemed to happen over night - where has the last 17 years gone? Without wanting to, I'm forced back, back to the beginning when I first met Helena. Even thinking about her still takes my breath away.

"Well, let's see. We met when I was attending a desperately dull nerd convention, as you would call it, in San Fran." Stella turns towards me, interest piqued. "I headed down to the hotel bar to grab a drink and some dinner, and she was sitting at the bar, all alone with this giant beer. I was surprised to see her drinking a beer, I don't know why really, but I guess I thought she should have been a white wine spritzer kinda gal, it made me laugh. She was just breathtaking. Long blonde hair. Beautiful. Just like you Stells," I give her a wink and she blushes.

God, she DOES look like her, I mean the hair is a different colour, but it's slightly wavy just the way hers was and all down her back. They have the same smile, which perhaps could be why I never really got over her, I see her everyday looking back at me. Helena always had an ethereal glow about her too. I could never explain it quite right but it was a feeling I got being around her. Looking at Stella I can feel the same glow. Perhaps I've finally lost it.

"C'mon Dad, don't embarrass me. Geesh. Ok ok you can embarrass me a little - back to the bar, we are both drop dead gorgeous, yes go on."

The way she smiles at me gets me every time. In that instant I know I raised her right, I know I did the best I could and I would never have it any other way. It's killing me to re-hash the past but it was bound to happen sooner or later.

"She was at the bar, so I sat next to her, and we just started chatting. We talked for hours until the bartender kicked us out, hitting it off straight away, like old friends - comfortable from the start. She was also insanely smart and funny, just like me," (Har Har) "so I guess you could say it was love at first sight. Well at least for me it was, I'm not sure she ever felt that way," I admit, pushing off from the door jam. I head towards the kitchen and start to prepare dinner, hoping I've answered enough. Stella turns back to look out the window with a distant look on her face.

"Is there something going on with you Stella? I mean, you really haven't been yourself lately and then a sudden interest in your mother? Do you need to talk about anything? I could call Age, or Maria if you wanted to talk to a woman about, well, woman stuff?"

"Thanks but I think I have all the 'girlie' issues covered Dad. Sorry to bring this up with you. I was just curious. Hey, you wanna watch a movie tonight? I heard they are running a slasher flick marathon on AMC." 

"Sounds perfect," I say with a forced smile even though it feels like my stomach has turned to stone. 

I head outside for some air and start the BBQ. My mind travels back to where I left off and what I could never tell my daughter. We did close the bar that night, and then we went back to my hotel room. I expected her to be gone in the morning but she wasn't, she stayed the entire weekend. Needless to say I didn't go back to the convention.

I left with heavy feet on Sunday. She said she would keep in touch but I knew better, at least I thought I did. I couldn't have been more surprised when she showed up on my doorstep two weeks later with a suitcase. I didn't hesitate, I grabbed her and never looked back.

It was the happiest I had ever been. We did everything together, attached at the hip. Inevitably she came to me with the news that she was pregnant. She seemed angry at first, which I chalked up to nerves and our short courtship. I thought maybe it was that we weren't married so I started saving and planned to propose as soon as I had the money for a ring.      	

I bought the ring two days before Stella was born. I never got a chance to give it to her. I was so nervous but not in a bad way. I knew she would say yes, but it's just something we guys get nervous about no matter how sure we are of the answer. Then Stella arrived early and the romance was thrown out the window.

There was never the perfect moment with dirty diapers and a crying baby. I remember the day she left just as clearly as if it was yesterday. It was a miserably rainy Tuesday, typical spring weather. She said she needed to get to the store for more formula. I said I would go, but she insisted. She had dark circles under her eyes; it had been a hard go the last two weeks. I thought she just needed some air and a little peace and quiet.

She kissed me and Stells Good-Bye and I swear I saw a flicker in her eyes. The flicker that later told me she wasn't ever coming back. She grabbed her coat and purse and that was the last I saw of her. I immediately thought she was kidnapped, in an accident, hurt or lost somewhere. There was no explanation for it. The police tried to calm me down and make me see the obvious conclusion - that she bolted. I wouldn't accept it and grew so agitated by them. My mother came over and basically sent me to my room to calm down.

Then I found the letter. It was rolled up like a scroll and tied with a red ribbon in my sock drawer. I could barely read the words; my hands were shaking so much. In a nutshell she didn't want this life, it wasn't what she signed up for. She loved me, but she's just not mother material. She couldn't stay, hoped I would understand in time, but I was never to try to find her. I never knew whether she noticed or not, but the note was tucked right next to the ring box. Maybe she found it and it scared her, maybe not, I'll never be sure. I felt so much guilt about it, like it was my fault. Maybe I was overbearing, crowding her; she was a free sprit and I was traditional and boring. I stopped beating myself up about it awhile ago, but I still think of her almost every day and wonder if we ever cross her mind. 







































Chapter 11

Parlez Vous Francais




STELLA

It's Monday morning and I just can't wait to get to school. I haven't felt like this in well - ever. I woke up at the crack of dawn wide-awake. What am I going to wear today?! It has to be cool but not overly done and pretentious. It has to he sexy but not slutty. This will be the first time I've seen him since work on Saturday. He left with bags of clothes, but no mention of my number or a date or anything, just a 'see you Monday' and away he went. Typical guy.

I'm going to play it cool, and wait for him to make the first move. That is if he actually will. On Saturday, I thought without a doubt he was flirting. As I internalized every word we said to each other since then (as all girls do and anyone who says differently is a liar), self-doubt is making a nice argument and now I'm not so sure. Whatever the case, I'm a hot mess, littered with insecurities and the intense obsession to look really cute today. Who is this girl anyways? I think I liked her better when she was laid back and cared more for Typography Documentaries then boys. 

I end up in skinny jeans, pale pink ballet flats and a white shirt with the buttons undone just enough to see the very tip top of my light peach lacy bra. A little peek but nothing to get Mrs. Dexter, our principal and proper fashion nazi, in a tizzy. I piled on lots of necklaces and nervously waited for Gabs, chewing my nails to the cuticle. I know, filthy habit. Murrie is under going the switch to summer tires so thankfully Gabs can pick me up and I can avoid the stinky bus.

It looks really nice today so I don't even grab a coat. It's funny how naked you feel that first warm day of the year when you forgo the jacket and step outside without your winter armour; like you left the house with no pants on. 

I grab my bag and aviator sunglasses as I hear her roaring up the driveway.

Jumping in the Subaru, Gabs eyes me speculatively. "Well well well, aren't we miss Glamour girl today. Quelle est l'occasion speciale?" she goads, judging my wardrobe blatantly as I fiddle with my seat belt, unable to get the sucker to click in. I can't hide anything from this girl, so I avoid her eyes and try not to start giggling maniacally; I do this when I'm nervous. Never sit beside me at a funeral, I'm so inappropriate. 

I scramble to clear my brain of everything Ash. Dead puppies, war, poverty, naked old people (shudder). Yup that last one did it.

Finally, unable to avoid the death stare I say, "Geez Gabby, can't I try to look nice every now and again?" She's so not buying it.

"No. No you can't," she replies flatly, giving the stink eye before sliding her knock off channel sunglasses back on and peeling out of the driveway. My composure is short lived, as my lips curl up uncontrollably. Traitors.            

"So I take it you've decided to give Todd the old college try? You little slut you," she jokes, completely misinterpreting my anxious behaviour.

"No!" I blurt, "God Gabs, I can't date Todd. I mean he's a nice guy but dude, really? Definitely not my type. I prefer my guys of the asshole variety. Oh and they have to be at least a little ugly, completely broke and have no future whatsoever. I hate competition."

Looking genuinely surprised, her look turns calculating with the idea of why I might be showing a little too much cleavage. Gabs is just worried about me I know. She's cautious because I know she thinks Ash is too cool for school and not right for me. She says he will break my heart and stomp it into the ground if I'm not careful. She's probably right but I don't care anymore. I'm tired of sitting on the sidelines of my life and watching other people play the game.

"Then I want to know why you're acting like a grinning idiot today and for the love of Pete, please tell me it isn't for that arse-wipe Asher Grey."

"Oh Gabby hush it. I thought you'd be wowed by my awesome attempt at looking better. I wore not only blush, but mascara too!" Flicking my eyelashes at her, I catch a trickle of a smile.

"Poor Todd. Keeping him in mind Stella, you might want to do up a few buttons there. He looked really love sick puppyish over you at The Grind. I wouldn't be surprised if that lacy number sent him pitching a big one in his hipster jeans, and THAT is something I don't need to see before third period - thank you very much."

"Really? That bad?"

Self consciously I do up one more button. 	




First period for us is French. The classroom is way at the end of the hallway so my eyes are on high alert as we make our way there, although I didn't see his car in the parking lot. I try to mask my disappointment but then I spy Francine, Shit. I forgot all about her. It's one thing that I made fun of her on Friday, it is quite another for her to find out I'm jazzing over Asher. I should transfer schools now, save myself the torture and ridicule that is sure to follow. I hide behind some hulky football dude and duck into class before she can rip me a new one. I hate confrontation.

"Slick move Stella. Look, don't get all freaked, she's harmless, what's the worst she can do?" Gabby is settling into the seat beside me, turning off her cell. I have never seen her afraid of anyone, I envy that. It isn't like I'm a big nerd and everyone hates me; I actually have a lot of friends, well enough anyways. But if I ever annoyed or pissed anyone off with my sarcasm, I'd feel so guilty that I'd worry myself into a hot mess. Anxiety issues are my specialty. I bitch in private and Gabs is the only one privy to my witty charm.  Dr. O'Leary would have some clinical terms for it, but for me, the root of my fear is people not liking me, so I try my best to be the bigger person and suck up an apology when needed.

I sigh thinking of all the ways she can humiliate me, "Oh I dunno, tell everyone I have the clap, dual sex organs, an extra nipple?"

"Well yeah there's THAT, but c'mon, do you think anyone would truly believe her?" she says sounding annoyed that I am wasting my time on this. So not helping Gabby.

"Well yes, yes they would," I say without hesitation.

"Who has the clap?" a deep voice joins us from behind my shoulder.

I jump out of my skin. It's funny how you can know someone so little and yet their voice is seared into your memory. Like Darth Vader or Christopher Walken; their voices are their signature, and now I can add one more name to my memory card. I feel a shiver run down my spine as I turn to see Ash sitting in the seat beside me.

"What are you doing here!?" I sputter.

"Well I thought I would brush up on my french. It's such a beautiful language, wouldn't you agree Gabby?" he asks, switching to look at her. I can tell she's scowling with her Spanish stink eye. 

"It's ok, but Spanish is way more difficult to master. I much prefer it over French." She flicks her hair over her shoulder in an act of indifference as she checks out her recent manicure.

"Don't tell your mom that. But I do agree completely."

He then starts chatting in perfect Spanish to her, I'm not joking. Gabs is left speechless, for once. Although it doesn't last and she replies with a string of words that sound like she's ripping him a new one but in actuality it's probably 'Hey, I like the colour blue'. I'm not sure what they've said but it ends with a chilly glare from her to me. What did I do? 

"Aright, alright, Mr. Cool. Just keep your eyes on Madame Ouillette, we're trying to learn here," Gabs barks. She's lying of corse; she doesn't actually need to learn a thing. She's been bilingual since she was three. It's just a required credit that she's breezing through. She flips open her book and pretends to concentrate.

Trapped between the ice queen and the cocky smart ass, I study my text without reading a single word. Good times.

"Can I share your text until I get mine?" he asks with a grin as I hear Gabs heave big sigh next to me.

You can stake claim to my unborn child if you want, but I don't say that part out loud. I nod a yes and try not to act like a dolt for the next 80 minutes.







































Chapter 12

Seduction 101... Well Not Really




ASH

I haven't been running as exercise in, well, have I ever been running? Out of sport that is, not running to save my ass - I've done that loads of times. It's not my idea of 'super fun time'. I overheard her tell Gabs that she was going for a run this afternoon. Thought it would be a good way to get her alone, see if I can figure this chick out. I know for one thing that her little girlfriend does NOT like me. I can't help but like her though. She's a handful. Man, what a fantastic demon she would be. 

So far our encounters have been highly populated and I thought if I were to casually 'bump' into her on a run I could better gauge her particular demon strength. Sometimes with all the human energies floating around it's harder to pin point, but if I got her alone in the woods, caught off-guard, I might be able to figure her out. So here I am, at the Gorge, dressed in my lame 'jogger gear', waiting for her to show up and feeling a lot like that creepy stalker guy. 

I've watched her really closely this week, she's finished 'the change' I'm sure of it. I certainly know the guys at school have noticed. They've been panting over her constantly; it's driving me mental. What she's wearing, how she's wearing it, describing her every body part in great detail, the things they want to do to her, or her to them. They wouldn't last two seconds alone with her. 

I can't even fathom how she can't see it clear as day, but she seems utterly oblivious to the fact that she's changing so quickly on the physical realm. I sense her demon confidence kicking in though, no question. This week has been hell for me too. If I hear one more pre-pubescent moron talk about getting her naked, I'm going to shoot an electric bolt into their junk. I can't figure out why those comments would bother me so much either. It's an emotion I don't understand all that well; one I don't think I have ever had. Is this what jealousy feels like?

All I know is that I wanted to rip out their throats when they started to talk about Stella that way. I can't fathom why I would feel these things for her either, I barely know her, and yet there it is. I'd be lying to myself if I didn't admit I felt something for her, something I can't explain. I definitely feel a sexual attraction to her, but it feels different somehow. I feel very protective of her; she seems so vulnerable and lost in this human world. I think she knows she doesn't belong, but has no idea why or how. When I'm around her I can feel the thrum of electricity bouncing back and forth. I've never felt it this strong before though.

I know I'm going to have to do it; explain what we are. Explain that her whole existence she knows to be true is actually a lie. My God, how do you casually bring THAT one up? 'Oh yeah, by the way Stella, you're a demon. Your mom was one too, not sure what you can do, you might be capable of incinerating your lunch tray with one touch, but do you have your Geometry assignment done?'

I mean, I don't have to tell her myself, I can walk away and let her figure it out on her own, but that would be cruel. There's no telling what she's capable of and what she could do if she doesn't understand what's happening to her. We demons stick to ourselves mostly, it's a pretty solitary life; but whatever humanity I guess I do have won't let me walk away. Whether it's my civic demon duty or something that goes far deeper. 

I parked in the main lot and made my way into the woods where she was headed the last time. Picking up my pace so that I actually can fake being a good runner, I hear her god-awful voice approaching. She is so terribly bad at that, someone ought to tell her. In a sudden movement, that in retrospect I should have been better at avoiding, I'm off my feet and kissing the dirt. It came out of nowhere, taking out my legs as I barrelled into the ground. Flipping over in a flash to figure out the threat, I see him. My adversary. Her freakin' dog.

"Oh my God! Are you ok? Are you hurt?" Stella, breathless, crumples beside me, trying to assess whether the dog did any real damage. 

"Uh yeah, I mean no, I'm ok, just my pride I think." I look to the beast as he lolls his tongue out, unaware of his clumsiness. "Protecting his master and taking me out. Clever dog," I say getting up slowly and faking some pain as she pulls up my arm at my elbow and dusts some mud off my t-shirt. Sympathy from a pretty girl is always a good thing right? The beast circles around me, nudging my legs and trying to take me down again.

"Harve! Stop doing that!" she yells. "He doesn't realize his own strength. He's harmless I swear. That's why I started running over here on the east side, it's pretty desolate as he has a tendency to become over zealous when he sees newbies on the trail. He jumped up on some lady once and it took every ounce of my charming self to convince her he was not a menace to society that needed to be executed." 

Her face is beet red from the run, her hair up in a high pony with some pieces falling around her cheeks. She's not a high fashion guru in sports wear that's for sure. Just donning some old holey sweats and t-shirt; but she looks unbelievable.

She begins to realize I'm seeing her in a non-makeup, hair un-done, grubby sweat clothes state. Embarrassment sets in as she nervously tucks some hair behind her ear, and adjusts her shirt.

"The other trails in the west are better for hiking and stuff, but I like this side myself, more wild and unpopulated," she tells me.

Even covered in a layer of sweat, her beauty is amazing. She continues to smile and leans towards me removing a clump of dead grass from my hair, so much for looking cool myself. "You sure you ok? Nothing broke? You're not in shock, unable to feel pain are you? Follow my finger," she says, moving her right index finger from side to side.

"I think I'll live Stella. Aside from a bruised ego, I'm ok. Do you come here often then?" I say.

"Ya, I live right next to this property, in the big farmhouse beside the south entrance. I like the quiet and Harve is insanely in love with it." She leans down to give him a good rub on his side. He's enjoying the little break and plunks down beside her with a heaving sigh.

"Harve eh? I like it. Suits him well." As I look down at her, I see something very unique about her whole being. She isn't at all like the other demons I know, she radiates a sort of warmth about her, an energy that seems to draw me in. It makes me want to touch her; her skin, her face, her lips, run my fingers through her long hair. It really feels like a spell that's drawing me in. Like an invisible rope pulling me closer, compelling me to reach for her hand. I almost do it too, but I manage to snap myself back to reality as I'm standing here, not speaking and staring at her like a tool.

She's looking back at me and grinning, like she can see right through to my thoughts. Maybe she can read minds? It's as if she knows I'm lying, faking this runner bit. It makes me feel nervous as I shuffle my feet pretending to shake out the kinks from the fall.

"Ok, well, I should let you get back to it, you sure you're ok? You don't need CPR or anything?" she asks with a sly smile.

"Yes, CPR, I desperately need CPR. Are you offering?" I question.

"Nah, I couldn't pass the course. Harve is excellent at it though," she jokes, gesturing back to the beast.

"I'll take your word for it Stella. See you Monday then." I turn to leave, "Um, one thing though. I have to say that I really love that Brittany number you did, I think you got the pitch down perfectly." I raise my eyebrows at her with a big grin and jog back from where I came. When I look back after her, she's watching me, smiling, hands on her hips. Seeing me look, she flips the bird before adjusting her ear buds and running in the opposite direction. I like this gritty side to her. I like it a lot.







































Chapter 13

The Rules




STELLA

Physics sucks. I'm mentally incapable of learning this stuff, I'm convinced of this fact. I've been sitting here at the dining table staring off into space for the last 45 minutes and have nothing to show for it. I could ask Dad but then I'd be afraid that he'd get all excited and launch into a full-blown nerd lecture on the laws of gravity or formulas for acceleration. Nope, I'd rather suffer in silence, thanks. 

I've procrastinated like a champ today. I've had four glasses of chocolate milk, braided my hair into a knotted mess, doodled 7 pages of swirls and stars, and thought about Ash about 252 times. I can't help but wonder if he was actually following me yesterday. He seemed kinda jittery and I really don't think he's a runner. He wasn't even breaking a sweat, though he must've parked 3 miles away.

I still don't get him though. I catch him at school, watching me with an intensity like he's trying to intimidate me. Not in a creepy way but like trying to read my mind or something. He's got confidence up the ying yang and yet he still hasn't asked me out. Maybe he's gay? No, I can't see that. He exudes a sex appeal that every girl in school is drooling over. Could we all be fooling ourselves? Well, at least it seems to be over with Francine. She was all over Troy Hutchins this week and appears to have forgotten to make my life a living hell, bonus!

As I start sticking pencils in my braids the doorbell chimes, is Dad expecting Age today? She's probably coming for dinner tonight – we always have a big spread on the weekend and tonight is Italiano Sunday, viva meatballs and stinky cheese! Dad's voice interrupts my precision pencil placement into the back knot of my hair.

"Uh, Stella you have a visitor," I hear Dad as I turn around expecting to see Gabby as my jaw hits my knees on the way to the floor.

"Hey Stella, sorry for barging in on you without calling." Ash is standing in my kitchen. MY kitchen. With my Dad - Shit, my Dad!

I fumble to stand up and a shower of pencils fall from my hair, oh my God, why am I such a freak?

It takes a moment for me to close my mouth and regain some sort of composure, "Uh, no worries, what are you doing here? I mean, what's up?" Did I sound casual enough? Dad's frowning, nope.

"Oh, um Dad, this is Asher Grey. He's taking French with me this semester."

"I introduced myself on the way in, it really is nice to meet you Sir, I've heard a lot about you," Ash replies.

"Funny I haven't heard a stitch about you. Ash, is it?" Gee thanks Dad. He says his name like it's some sort of venereal disease.

"Well, I'm new in town, just getting used to the place and settling in I guess."

"Who are your parents?" What's with the inquisition? I glare at him in annoyance.

"My Dad's name is Robert, Robert Grey. Right now he's traveling for work and we're renting the old Peller estate near Jericho. My Mom passed away when I was little." 

"Just you by yourself over in that big old place?" What is he so bristled about? I mean he just told us his Mom is dead. Frig Dad, chill pill.

"Nope, never alone. We have a few full time staff and my Aunt Luce is staying with me until he returns from France." Staff? Perhaps he has some valid reasons after all to be leery of some young rich punk showing up on his doorstep asking to see his only daughter. 

"Oh. Ok. Well then, I suppose welcome to Alessa," Dad says flatly with no real attempt an an actual welcome. "I'll leave you to it I guess. Stella I'll just be out in the barn sharpening my axes. Let me know if you need anything. Anything at all." He gives him what could only be described as the evil eye, but on Dad it looks more like he has just been sprayed with mace. After he heads outside, Ash takes a deep breath.

"Wow, I'd better watch my back then eh? Should I sleep with one eye open tonight?" 

"Ah he's harmless really. Although they never did find that poor bugger who took me home four minutes past curfew last fall; quite the mystery disappearance," I say with a grin, which quickly fades as I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. Just great. Yesterday he sees me covered in sweat, today I'm sporting pink pj bottoms, and an old, holey sweat shirt. My stock is quickly plummeting. I pull the last of the pencils out of my rats nest.

"I see. Well I guess I had better adhere to the rules then," he says still staring at me.

"I'd say that'd be wise. Which rules do you need to brush up on? I've got a plethora to choose from." 

"I think the rules of dating his daughter would be a good place to start."

My skin starts to sweat instantly. I'm sure I'm as red as a hot poker. Why can't I handle stress with grace like my last name suggests? All I can do is stand there, and stare like a weirdo. Words have failed me yet again in my time of need. 

"Wow, I guess I expected a little more encouragement then a blank stare Stella, you're starting to crush my ego a little bit," he says, leaning over the island, placing his elbows down and plays with a large silver ring around his left ring finger. He looks back up to me with a half smile spinning the ring around in a nervous gesture.

 "Shit Ash, sorry, you just took me by surprise. Hey wait a sec, how did you know where I lived?"

"You told me yesterday, in the park, remember?" He isn't quite smiling anymore. "And I think you've just dodged the question."

"Sorry, you just caught me a little off guard. You could have at least given me some notice so I could change out of my jammies you know."

"Sorry for coming unannounced, I just wanted a chance to talk to you without the whole school watching our every move. Plus I thought if I waited for class, Gabriella would be sure to shoot me down for you. I thought I would ambush you at home instead," he says looking way too adorable. "Plus I think your jammies are really hot. I don't normally go for polka dots, but you can certainly rock them."

The way he's looking at me, I feel like I'm blushing from my cheeks down to my toes. My stomach is brimming with butterflies and a strumming vibration.

"So what did you want to do on this date you are proposing?" A surge of confidence envelops me, I can so do this. I mean he came to me right? He actually came and asked ME. Cosmo was right on the money, I will forever be a lifetime subscriber.

"I have a few ideas. If you're up for it? Does this mean it's a yes?" His eyes never leave mine and it feels like the room suddenly evaporates leaving the two of us staring at each other with an intensity that renders me speechless. I can feel the hairs on my arm stand up in reaction. If this is what his gaze feels like, I can't imagine a kiss. 

"I'm ready for anything. Surprise me."

"Oh I think you can count on that Stella." He stands back from the island and retreats to the front door with a grin. "I'll pick you up on Friday after school. Now get back to your Physics homework."

When Ash leaves I'm feeling lightheaded. Did I dream that whole thing? It couldn't have worked out better if I had. He actually came to my house and asked me on a date. I'm wearing my purple polka dot pyjamas and Asher Grey asked me on a date. I am awesome.







































Chapter 14

Intervention




GABS

I don't like it. I don't like it one bit. I'm still fuming over Stella's revelation; she accepted a date with Asher. What the eff is wrong with her?! I sense doom and gloom all over this turn of events, but I can't even put it into a coherent argument, not even for myself. Asher is just bad news; I feel it in my bones. I keep thinking about what I saw outside of The Grind that night. I never told anyone about it, I mean who would take me seriously? You had to see it for yourself to believe something was not quite right. I can't even pinpoint what I did see, I just know it was not normal and I've tried very hard to give Ash the 'what for' ever since. 

I really thought he was playing Stella, I never thought he would actually ask her out! Don't get me wrong, I mean I've seen him ogle her in French class, hell I've seen the whole school ogle at her as of late. But I really thought she would pull through for me and continue in her 'AlessaU guys aren't worth my time' mantra.

I mean what is up with her too? How can someone all of a sudden change so drastically without surgery and a wicked stylist working on you day and night? She doesn't even see it herself. Is she freakin' blind? When I broach the subject she waves it away with a 'you're insane Gabby', but c'mon, I'm not crazy and she can't possibly be that clueless either. Puberty was NOT that kind to me, or anyone I know. Especially Sally Clemens. Poor poor girl. Uh-uh, something is up. Has everyone gone nuts in this town, or maybe it's just me? Oh my God, have we been invaded by alien body snatchers? This seems more plausible every day.

I just figured I was at least safe from him and Stella teaming up. I've called in reinforcements though. She's coming for dinner tonight and I made Mom cook her favourite dish to butter her up. I thought if I could get her here on my turf, woo her with comfort food, then I could slap some sense into her.

Will I tell her about the alley? Prob not, who would believe me anyways? Especially not her in that goo goo eyes state she's in. I've got to make her decide for herself, but how to do that? As I ponder the strategies over some really delicious lip-gloss, I hear the doorbell and sprint downstairs.

"I got it!" I call out to probably no one. Deaf as door nails in my house. Sprinting to the front door I whip it open for Stella.

"Hey lady, thanks for comin'!"

"How can I say no to your mom's cooking? It would practically be blasphemy Gabs. My stomach has been on high alert all day," she says as she hangs her coat on the hook and we hustle up to my room, shutting my door behind us. I figure this conversation is doomed so I waste no time and launch into the subject at hand. A subject I know we both want to talk about, but only I want to squash like a bug. 

"So. Did Mr. Wonderful say where he was taking you on Friday? The movies, a fancy dancy dinner, or maybe just to the back seat of his car? Is that more his style?" I say.

"Wow, could that be a more loaded question Gabby. Have you always been this bitchy? What did Ash do to you that you find SO offensive?"

"Ok, ok, sorry. You're right, my bad." My direct approach sucks, time for brown nosing and coddling. 

"Hey are these new boots? They're awesome," she says as she sniffs my new brown leather knee-highs Aunt Selma sent me from Paris. They're pretty hot. Kudos Auntie S.

"Yup, fresh off the Paris runways and into my closet."

"Really? Wow."

"No, not really. C'mon Stella, they're probably from a flea market in the 8th arrondissements, get with it."

She's trying them on and modelling in front of the mirror. She looks amazing in them, I can't help but be a little jealous. I wonder what skin cream she's using? La mer? Oil of Olay, some witchy concoction? Ok, now you're starting to sounds eerily like your best friend.

"I don't care dude, they are super hot. Can I wear them on my date with Mr. Wonderful?" she sings in an attempt to use my sarcasm against me and score some great boots. Stella-1, Gabs-nada.

"Sure, sure, whatever. Listen, ok, I know you think I hate Ash..."

"And you do," she interrupts.

"No, I don't, c'mon here me out. Ok, I don't hate him, not a lot anyways. Well maybe a teeny bit, but only because I think he is mocking me all the time. He looks at me like I am a constant joke. I mean, what's up with that?"

"Well you are a riot Gabby, ever thought that maybe, just maybe he thinks you're funny too? GASP! Imagine that! Nope, could never happen," she argues, "Or perhaps you are a little jealous that he asked me out and not you?" She looks at me with a smile but I can tell it's laced with doubt. 

"Har Har, very funny. Firstly, I am SO not jealous. Secondly, can't I be a good friend and look out for your best interests? I'm just not sure whether he's the right guy for you is all."

"And what guy would that be? I mean a few weeks ago you were practically trying to pimp me out to anyone with a pulse and here you're telling me that the hottest guy in school isn't right for me. Think about what your saying Gabby, is there something you aren't telling me?"

Bingo, she can read me like a book.

"Spill it sister, I can read you like a book," she adds. How does she do that?

"Alright, this is going to sound like a lame attempt to change your mind, and it's pretty strange too, but I swear I'm telling you the truth," I blurt in defeat.

She sits back down on my bed, staring at me, I've got her attention now, use it wisely Gabby.

"I saw him a few weeks ago, outside of The Grind, when no one was around and he was in an alley and acting really weird and his hair was flying around and it was dusty and when I came outside, there was no breeze, no wind, no nothing. It was bizarre Stella. Eerie. And it freaked me out."

"Oh my God Gabby, do you realize what you're saying? Ash was in a scummy alley. It was dusty. And windy. And, wait for it, DIRTY! OH MY GOD, I can't believe it!! How could that be?! Should I call Mulder in for this one?!" She starts giggling at my expense which really pisses me off.

"Stop it Stella, I'm serious, it was weird!" I punch her in the arm to get her to stop laughing, it wasn't even a funny joke.

"Ouch! Shit Gabs, you are a piece of work you know. That's the best story you could come up with? Ash is a creepy wind boy?"

It does sound ridiculous I know. Before I can back-peddle and start over Mom yells for us to get downstairs for dinner. Still rubbing her arm, Stella pops up off the bed and pulls off the boots. 

"You know if you are trying to say something about Ash, just do it. I mean, I don't understand why you've put him on the hit list. I thought for a second my best friend would be happy for me," she adds, clearly really hurt by this. Without waiting for my reply, she stomps out my bedroom door. Damn it. I catch up to her at the top of the stairs.

Pulling her by the elbow to face me, I rake my hands through my hair and I sigh, "Look, ok, that sounded really dumb I know, it was just a really odd thing to see. You had to be there and it made me really nervous and I don't want you to get hurt. He gives me a bad feeling Stella, I can't explain it but I can't help it either. I have to look out for you, it's my thing."

We have a few moments of awkward but Stell is never one for grudges thankfully and hauls me in for a big hug and holds me tight for a minute before pulling back and grabbing my hands.

"Gabby, don't worry about me, really. I'm a big girl and I'll watch my back I promise. Ok?" she pleads.

"I hope so," I say with a sigh as I release one hand and haul her down the stairs, we can't keep Mom waiting, she'll be pissed.

"But I have to ask Stell. If you're going to watch your own back, then fine. But you really will have to tear your eyes away from his butt you know," I say as we enter the kitchen and become enveloped in the mouth watering aroma.

"Ohhh, who's butt?" Mom loves the gossip. She instantly perks up as she starts dishing out dinner.

"Stella has a date with Asher Grey on Friday night." 

"Well, well little Stella, good on you! He is SO handsome and the talent he has shown at such a young age is just incredible. Good choice my darling! If I was your age..." I should have known Mom wouldn't help.

Dad puts down the newspaper, "Hold on now Marie, should I be worried about you having a crush on this young dude as well?" Ugh, why does Dad try to use teenage slang, it just sounds so very wrong.

"Oh Andres, not to worry, he doesn't hold a candle to you my darling," she says with a wink. "He's a little too confident if you ask me. I prefer my man to be sexy but in a sweet way. And he has to be excellent in the..."

"Ok ok! Enough with the sex stuff! Can we eat now before we all barf?" I shout. Sometimes they are way too lovey dovey. I mean I should be happy they still love each other and all, but c'mon get a room, ugh. 

"Ya, we don't want another 'accident' like me," Jonas, my younger, and clearly unplanned brother, pipes in as he tucks away his Nintendo.

Everyone's giggling and Stella is just beaming. You can tell she's consumed with him already. I'm too late, she's a smitten kitten. Shit. I guess I'll have to be a big girl about this and let her make her own mistakes. I should stock up on the chocolate now though, this could be a doozy when it goes south.







































Chapter 15

Date Night




My hands are shaking so bad, I can't even do up my shirt proper. Calm yourself Stella, he's just a guy. No biggie. You can't answer the door with your shirt off. Sweater it is. My nerves are on high alert and I can't seem to get it together. I have no idea what we're doing tonight, he just said he'd be here at 7. It's 6:45. Crap.

Throwing on skinny jeans and a navy and white striped sweater, I think this is the best it's going to get. Not what you'd call sexy, but I can put my hair up in a bit of a messy bun and I think it could look a little French, Parisians are sexy right?

I hear a car revving up the drive way, setting a blast of nervous heat rolling up my neck. Slipping on my silver ballet flats I stare into the mirror for a final pep talk. "You can do this Stella. You're a mature woman on a simple date with some random guy. No problem. He's not even that good looking. An 8 at best. Well maybe a 9. But he's probably really hairy. And his feet probably stink."

The door bell chimes. 

"This is it," I exhale a deep breathe, turn from the mirror, and haul ass to the front door. 

"Hey," I say after yanking the door open with a little too much gusto. It sends me a little off balance. 

"Hey yourself," he says looking even better then normal. Is that possible? He's wearing simple jeans, brown boots and a grey long sleeve shirt, sorta that waffle weave material that looks soft and cozy and makes me want to reach out and touch it. I pull my hands into a fist to refrain. It's just slightly tight on him, but seems tailor made for his body. Harve prances by me and out to the porch, wagging his giant tail and brandishing one of his stuffed toys in his mouth. Ash leans down and gives him a big rub which sets Harve into full attention seeker motion. I catch him by the collar before he jumps up and knocks my date off the deck.

"Get back in here you beast." I haul him inside behind me.

"Did you want to come in or should we get started?" My cheeks flame up at the implication. I wonder if I could just shut my mouth the whole date?

"Hmm, started on what Stella?" he grins at me with a spark in his eyes. Do guys ever not think about sex? Dumb question.

I'm at a loss for words. How do I form a confident, witty retort? He laughs and keeps talking, "Let's get going, we have a bit of a full sched on the docket. What time did you say you had to be home?" he asks as I grab my purse off the console and give Harve a good-bye pat.

"I didn't, I mean, my Dad is out of town tonight so I don't really have to be home at a certain hour." As I lock the door, I can see a mischievous smile cross his face. "Don't get any ideas Mr. Grey, I'm a proper lady," I say grinning back.

"We'll see," he trails off as we head down the steps to the car. 

He opens my door for me as I slide into the soft brown leather seat of his black something or other. I'm sure it's a fancy guy car that we girls know nothing about, but boys drool over. I scan the interior as he walks to the driver's side. It must be an old car, restored maybe? Some of the touches seem very 70's. He gets in and smiles at me as he turns the ignition waiting for the 'cool car' kudos.

"Nice car," I say. "It's different from what you take to school though right?"

"Thanks. Yeah I, um, my Father had some things shipped in from New York this week. She's a '67 vette."

Yup means nothing to me.

"I've had her for years but still an incredible car. They don't make em' they used to. I restored her myself, a real labor of love, but I like getting my hands dirty so it was great." 

"Years ago? What were you? Like ten? Oh God, please don't tell me you're a 30 year old creep who can't pass high school?" Ash doesn't crack so much as a smile but focuses on carefully manoeuvring the driveway, even though I bet he can do it with his eyes closed. Geez take a joke much?

He clears his throat before answering, "What I meant was that my Dad bought her for me awhile ago and I fixed her up before I had my license so it feels like she's been in my life forever." 

"I like how you call her a 'she'. I treat Murrie like he's a part of the family too. Superstitious that way I guess," I admit. "So, where are you whisking me away to? I see we're getting the hell out of dodge. Road trip?" 

He laughs and drives a little faster, "Something like that." Then he looks over at me with a look that implies so much more. Ho boy.

We drive a bit of the way in silence, listening to some indie music station and enjoying the sunset in the valleys. It's an easy silence, like we shared that first night in the coffee shop although it seems like eons ago. 

As we head into Burlington, he divulges we're grabbing a bite first as I silently pray it isn't some romantic chi chi place. I don't think I could handle the pressure of a tiny candlelit table and lovey dovey chit chat. I'm more of a nachos/pub kinda gal.

My thoughts are cut short as we pull up to our destination, Gerry's. The dive-iest hole in the wall you could find. No need to worry about romance, thank God. The dilapidated building is just off the main strip, all brick but painted pukey green like 100 years ago and badly needs a re-vamp. There's a faded old red and green striped awning over the front door and large picture window, which could really use a bucket of Windex and some major elbow grease. The name 'Gerry's' is hand painted in the front glass in what used to be, I think, red paint but now it's sorta blackened and chipped in so many places that it reads more like 'Curru's'. It's a greasy spoon in every sense of the word. I love it.

"I hope this is ok. It doesn't look like much but they make a philly cheese steak that will make you beg for mercy." 

"It's perfect." 

The inside of Gerry's is literally frozen in time; so authentic it could have it's own room in the Smithsonian. It's a throw back to when it was hip to spend your Friday nights donning poodle skirts, sipping root beer floats and giggling every time the quarterback walked by your table. Nothing seems to have changed from the melamine tables, red faux leather booths, and checkered linoleum. I can even picture waitresses in their brand new white uniforms and bouffant do's, which have since been replaced through the years with the Farrah Fawcet, short mod twiggys, 80's big hair glam and ending in a not so flattering mix of all four. Great idea for a theme party. An old juke box in the corner seems to be in working order, but I doubt the music selection has been updated in a few decades. An old tune is playing, something sad but soulful – maybe an old Patsy Cline? 

There are a few patrons scattered throughout but not one person looks up at us as we enter. It's as if this is the type of place that you go to be alone, drink your coffee and figure out how to get your life together. It seems really odd for Ash to have come here before? 

We slide into a booth across from one another and grab the grease stained menus on the table. I really can't see a thing; my mind is running a marathon of conversation starters; the weather, school, news, movies, funny animal youtube videos. I'm saved by the waitress as she approaches with a giant grin on her face directed right at Ash who is giving her the same reception. 

"Well, well, well, looky what we have here. Hey there handsome, what brings you 'round our way again? How long has it been sweetness, a couple a decades at least?" she leans over and ruffles his hair like he's 10 years old.

"C'mon Beth, you always knew how to exaggerate, but it has been awhile. I, uh, didn't expect to see you still here. Gerry keeping you locked up in the basement dare you escape to greener pastures."

"Oh you know I'm a sucker for old Gerry, can't seem to tear myself away; he just keeps on tickin'. I don't think we could get rid of him if we tried, but I think you know that story all too well, now don't you Asher." She's literally beaming at Ash as they exchange some banter over their past - I can't help but feel a little less then a third wheel here, it's as if I just left the room or evaporated into thin air. 

I give this 'friend' who is definitely older then us, the once over. She's maybe in her early 40's, but a knock out to say the least - my inadequacies are quickly stacking up. Long legs, great bod, long blond hair to her waist  with a uniform that seems to have had a few too many inches knocked off the bottom which I can't say I blame her. If I had those legs I'd never wear pants.

As Ash literally tears his gaze from her, he suddenly remembers that he's on a date and acting like a total dick. 

"Well it's really good to see you again B, but where are my manners. Beth this is Stella. Stella, Beth," he gestures from me to her. 

It's the first time she has even glanced in my direction. Yes hello there, I do exist over here. I plaster on a smile for showmanship as she turns towards me.

Beth takes a quick look at me and does a bit of a double take. Her crystal blue eyes seem to wash over me in speculation and also a strange mix of confusion. I instinctively move my hands over my hair to make sure it isn't standing on end. Her expression goes a little blank and her eyes seem to be piercing my soul, like she's dissecting me apart on the inside. I feel sick to my stomach and completely unnerved. She makes no attempt at pleasantries aside from this intense stare. Reaching her hand up towards me, I lean back in response as Ash abruptly stands and commands her attention back to him. He shoots me an apologetic look and grabs her by the elbow.

"Is Gerry here tonight, I'd love to say hello, in the back room maybe? Stella I'll be back in a sec, k?" 

He turns her around fast and they disappear into the back office. Well that was a little odd.

I quickly grab the steel napkin dispenser to double check that my lipstick isn't smeared across my cheeks, or that I haven't grown a third eye. All good, but it takes a few minutes for my stomach to settle. I don't think anyone has ever made me feel that uncomfortable before. I'm a fairly confident person, but her eyes seemed to grasp me like tentacles and read every insecurity I've ever had. I shake it off as they emerge from the back room. A small smile plays on her lips as they approach, but this time she averts her eyes and avoids any direct staring. Pulling a pencil from her apron, she grabs her note pad, ready to take the order. Ash sits back down across from me, with an awkward smile.

"What can I get you two then?" Beth grins at her notepad like there's a really funny joke I'm missing.

"I'll have the usual greasy steak sandwich," Ash replies.

"I'll uh, just have what he's having, thanks. Oh and a coke too."

"Ok, kids, I'll be back in a jif," she says with a bit of a mocking tone on 'kids' and a sarcastic smile on her face as she scurries into the kitchen.

"What was that all about?" I question him.

"What was what about?" he absently mutters, avoiding eye contact and playing with his spoon.

"Weeellllll, you walk in, seem to get along famously, reminisce about the good old days, she looks at me like I'm some sort of phirrana and all of a sudden she's all business and treating us like some young punks?"

"Well let's just say that Beth has had perhaps too much fun in her life and has a little less decorum then she used to. She's a bit of a handful but she has good intentions. Most of the time." He lets out a little laugh.

"How do you know each other?"

"She's an old friend of my Father's. They dated and it ended kinda badly." He's picked the menu back up, flicking through the pages, though he obviously isn't reading it.

"The way she was looking at me, it was really weird."

"Like I said, she's not 100% 'with it' Stella, cut her a little slack miss congeniality; You did just sit there all slack jawed and jealous," he says with a grin.

"Har Har. So not jealous, I was actually sizing up her boob job. That mid-life crisis probably cost her a mini fortune. Or should I say, a slightly too big for her frame and a little lop-sided fortune."

"Oh. I see," he says with a laugh.

"Yup, definitely fakes."

"Uh-huh. Whatever you say."

I decide a topic change is in order.

"So you've lived in Burlington? You never mentioned that before?"

"I didn't? Huh."

"Ok then, well, when did you live here." 

"Um, it was a few years ago, and it was only for a few months. We came here a lot to eat, Dad isn't much of a cook. He started dating Beth and then we moved away again. She didn't take it very well but she always had a soft spot for me. So where's your Dad tonight?" Subject avoidance. Interesting. 

"He's in Boston, attending some conference," I answer, crossing my arms in front, leaning back into my seat. He's not getting off that easy, does he know me at all?

"So what does your Father do?" I question.

"Investor."

"In what?"

"Money"

"Good one. For whom?"

"Rich people."

"Are you rich?"

"Maybe."

"Like really rich?"

"I guess."

"Why move here?"

"He likes the solitude."

"Why leave before."

"He missed the noise."

"Do you like the solitude?"

"I suppose, look, what is this Stella? Twenty questions?" 

"Just curious... and a little suspicious." I give him a hard stare. Or at least an attempt at one, I'm about as bad as my Dad.

"You do know that I can deal it just as well as you can, perhaps better. You might want to lay off before I make you tell me all YOUR dark little secrets."

"I don't have any."

"We all do Stella." His eyes capture mine in an intense stare, like he's trying to tell me something but can't seem to find the words. I'm definitely starting to sweat. Thankfully Bimbo Beth kills the tension and arrives with our food. 

Ash didn't lie, it really was spectacular. Oozy cheese, amazing tender meat with a bun that wasn't so big that you only taste the bread. OH and the fries, God they were awesome. You know what I'm talkin' about, those homemade little gems that have just the right about of seasoning, and deep fried to perfection. Yes, I'm a bit of a junk food whore. 

After dinner, Ash plops down a bunch of bills and we book it from old Gerry's. He gives a quick wave to Beth where she remained hovering in the kitchen for the remainder of our visit clearly avoiding us because it isn't as if the joint was hoppin'. I have a feeling that Mr. Grey senior might be a bit of a ladies man, or perhaps a jack-off. 

As I open the door to leave, a cool brisk wind whips by us down the street, pulling out a few strands of my hair. I don't mind one bit though; it feels deeply refreshing especially after consuming that much meat. I breathe in a few deep gulps and adjust my purse, before Ash grabs my hand and we slowly meander towards the car. He smiles at me for reassurance but I'm sure he can tell that it was the right move to make. His initial touch caught me off guard, the energy flowing between us seems to be intensifying. It's a little unsettling but in a good way. For some reason when I'm with him I feel more myself, as if a certain part of me is waking up for the first time.

"So whatcha wanna do now? It had better be spectacular if you're going to top old Gerry's deep fried magic," I say as we stop in front of his car. He's staring at me with an fierceness that makes my stomach drop to my knees. He brushes some stray hair out of my eyes and holds my gaze as if he's going to kiss me. His hand works his way down my chin and neck as my breath halts in my throat. I give a mental halleluiah to the tic tac gods for reminding me that you 'just never know', and braced myself for the moment.

"I have something to show you actually," he says rather breathily.

"Ok, I'm game, what is it?" I stammer, fully expecting a full on make out session. 

He pulls away and holds my door open as a very disappointed me begrudgingly gets in the car. Sometimes gentlemen suck.




Ash drives towards the University campus. I haven't been here in ages. I used to come with Dad when he was giving a lecture and just wander the paths and old buildings. Sometimes I would even sneak into an empty auditorium and pretend to teach a class. I know, mega nerd. 

I start to wonder what he might have up his sleeve. Maybe he's contemplating attending here in the fall? As we head up Colchester I see the Fleming Museum in the distance, another favourite spot of mine. The car starts to slow as we approach and he pulls into the visitor's lot. 

"Well I love a good art exhibit Ash, but aren't we a wee bit late? Visiting hours ended at 8," I look over at him as he cuts the engine.

He smiles at me, "Ahh, Of corse you've been here before, I forgot about your Father." 

"I haven't been back in ages though - c'mon the suspense is killing me, what are we doing here when it's closed?"

He opens his door and looks over at me with a devils grin before hopping out, "You'll see." He jumps out and makes his way over to my side. I open the door myself and slide out before he makes it over. Enough with the chivalry, my curiosity is peaked.

"I have a friend who works here, he set up a little private viewing for us. Shhh... don't tell anyone," he grins holding his finger to his lips.

"Ash you've been here for like a cumulative total of what? Two months? Maybe less? How do you have a friend that works here too?"

He seems caught off guard by this statement, but I won't play games with this guy, this is just getting weird.

"He's actually a friend of my Fathers. They recently reconnected since we moved back. Is that a good enough answer? Did I pass?" he adds with barely concealed bitchiness.

"Look, I don't mean to give you the gears, but dude think of what I'm seeing here. I'm a curious person Ash so cut me some slack," I snap back crossing my arms in front.

"Sorry Stells. Look, OK ask away. Want to know my social security? Favourite colour? Political standing? I'll be an open book for you. Promise."

He seems mostly sincere I guess, and I do feel a nervous excitement over committing a B & E on my first date. "Alright, you win. But I do want to know who you voted for last election. I have my standards you know," I say with a scrutinizing eye stare, then jerk to the right around him and towards the dark building.

After giving the glass door a few taps, some big burly guy appears from the gloomy depths and aims a flash light right at our faces; I jump out of my skin and let out a little shriek. So much for playing it cool. A flush reaches up to my cheeks.

"Relax Stella, it's just Ed." 

Just Ed? Ed it HUGE. He's sporting the typical security guard garb but I could definitely picture him in wrestling tights easily. He unlocks the door and we slip in un-noticed. Ahhh now I get the lack of lighting.

"Ok Ash, I'm not joking, touch anything, and I mean ANYTHING, and I'll kick your ass from here to Agartha," Ed threatens, obviously convinced we're going to trash the joint. He's sweating buckets as the moisture drips down his cheeks and neck, forming a dark pool of wetness around his shirt collar. I mean, he IS sticking his neck out for us, he would certainly lose his job if we got caught. Which is why I found it weird that instead of placating big Ed, Ash shoots him a savage look, forcing him to cower away from us. Wha?

He senses my confusion at once and 'The  Look' quickly evaporates into charming poor Dino Ed, "Relax guy, we're just here to have a quiet look around. No harm, no foul." 

I look to Ed, about to reassure him myself, but he's staring at me, slack jawed, not saying a word. Ok now I'm starting to get freaked out a bit. I turn to Ash and he looks like he's about to say something, but instead he grabs my hand and lays a hand on Ed's shoulder. Seems innocent enough but the hulk actually stumbles back, as if by force, maybe he likes the drink a little too much?

"Get it together fella, I mean I know she's pretty and all, but she's here with me."

I blush at the compliment and Ed scrambles to move out of the way. It's almost like he's scared of Ash. Ginormous burly Ed scared? Absurd.

"Sorry Asher, I um, just... Sorry," he stammers and wipes a bead of sweat trickling down his temple.

"Can you give me a sec Stell? Head on up and I'll just be a minute."

I nod and walk towards the large staircase that leads to the exhibit rooms. The white marble is gleaming even in the moonlight as I make my way up the main steps where it branches off into two directions. There's a balcony overlooking the main foyer and I turn to take another glance around. You can really feel the history here. Ohh and the tension.

My focus is trained on these two 'old friends' as Ash is quietly but aggressively whispering to Ed like he's giving him the what for. He senses me looking and flashes a forced grin, Ed looks up and meets my eyes for a second before quickly averting them and staring back at the floor. Ash pats him on the back as Ed flinches from the touch. Ash turns to leave and takes the steps two at a time to meet me.

"What was that about? He's acting like your bitch, you sure you don't have mob ties or something?" I smile but really I'm not so sure, some things aren't adding up.

Ash looks away from me, smiling, and grabs my hand as we make our way up the steps. Hmmm avoid the question much?

"So what is this all about anyways? I mean we could have come tomorrow when it was actually open. If you're trying to impress me, I think a bag of chocolate covered almonds would have sufficed," I say with a grin. 

"I was hoping to -- well, something like that yeah," he says grinning back. His eyes betray him though; I can tell something is off. If I was born with a natural gift, it's definitely intuition. He's totally hiding something.

"Actually there is something I want you to see. I know that being a patron of the dark arts, you might find it intriguing," he says with a grin.

I shoot him a quizzical look but follow him nonetheless. We make our way into one of the main gallery rooms for special exhibits and instantly I'm taken aback. I'm overcome with the strangest sensation. Like a hot lava running through my veins. Ash is looking at me hesitantly, like he's waiting for something to happen. I break my hands from his grasp and walk towards the antiquities that fill the room.

"What IS all this stuff?" 

"Most of it is from the middle ages. Some items much older. I heard through the grapevine that you are a bit of a super natural enthusiast," he says with a little smile as he slides his hands into his pockets and walks up beside me.

"Oh God, who told you? I'm going to kill Gabs!" I'm blushing madly.

"Don't worry, your secret is safe with me Stella. I have to admit I'm drawn to it too," he says gaining uber points by bringing me here.

"I feel like an idiot, but yes, I have an embarrassing affinity for the weird and unexplainable." I walk closer to a small painting, an oil of a witch being tied up to a stake, about to meet a horrific fiery death. The small plaque below reads: 'Salem Witch Trials 1692'. I swear for a second I see her moving, writhing in pain, as the flaming tendrils rise up to lick her face, melting it like a plastic doll. I blink my eyes a few times and it's back to normal, must be the darkness playing tricks on me.

"It's a pretty fascinating exhibit really. A jumble of items of either unknown origin or use. Each one has legends tied to it though that tell a more fantastical story."

Ash indicates this giant broadsword with an almost greenish black tinge to the metal blade. It looks like it must weigh about 30 pounds, how did anyone even carry that monster?

"Take this sword. Myth has it that it was forged from a unique and blessed metal, designed by this mad blacksmith in the 1400's. He claims he created it to massacre the so called 'Gretel' demon; legends of Demonology were a more learned subject back in the day. This particular demon was a truly nasty S.O.B that fed on the life force of children. I think it was named after the fairy tale of Hansel and Gretel, you know, two kids lured to their death by some crazy witch. Well, apparently the Gretel slaughtered a whole town's young population; a horrific nightmare case that was never actually solved. The demon seemed to have disappeared without a trace, never to be seen again..." he trails off leaving an eerie silence hanging in the air.

"Ohhhh, sccccaaaaaarrrrrryyyyyyy..." I went all phantom voice on him, and it echoed eerily throughout the room, great acoustics.

Ash pays no attention to my awesome attempt at funny quips and keeps going.

"Now this bowl shaped object right here is 'supposedly' an ancient and magical mortar that warlocks created potions in. The story suggests that ordinary herbal ingredients took on new supernatural properties and very powerful infusions were made to assist in spells and rituals."

"Supposedly, meaning, you don't think it's true?" I question.

"Hell no, it's just an old bed pan!" he laughs.

Giggling with him, I wasn't expecting that answer at all.

When I compose myself I look up at him and smile, "This stuff is amazing, thanks for taking me here." I hug my arms into myself trying to calm the still present heat in my body.

"I thought if we came at night, away from the screaming kids and sceptics who don't get 'it', you would get a better feel of the spooky factor. I love this stuff too... " he trails off.

I avert my eyes back to the artifacts and see a really strange and teeny knife, almost like it couldn't kill a flea. When I say it's teeny, I mean the blade is small, the base is very large and quite grand. Perhaps it was broken? The hilt is very heavy looking with an intricate latticework design that spans around the perimeter of the handle. Your hand slips inside and is nearly all covered as you wrap your fingers around the inside shaft. The blade is blunt with a square edge and it's only about 1 or maybe 2 inches long.

"Do you know what this is? Has it been broken?"

"Ahhh, yes I have heard of this before; the Seela Dagger. 	Legends claim that it was designed for only the purest of hearts, a magical being known unoriginally as 'the one' who would save the earth from chaos taking on the nastiest of demons from the underworld. A super natural superman, or super human Buffy if you will."

"It's a little unimpressive isn't it? I know they say size doesn't matter, but c'mon."

Ash chuckles at that, "Well the story states that when the chosen one places it in his hand, the blade will flourish into an incredible broadsword that can kill any demon. Apparently 'the one' has yet to come into existence."

"Kinda makes you want to touch it eh?"

"I already have," he says with a smirk.

"No dice?"

"Nope," he answers. 

"Well whoever created it surely missed the boat on that one. I mean why create something that you will never be known for? Or better yet, profit from? I'd be like, sure yeah I can make this sword, but what is it really going to get me? Maybe I should design indoor plumbing or a small pox vaccine. They sure could have used that way back in the day. Kinda a waste of resources don't cha think?" 

Ash laughs as our giggles reverberate off the silent walls. I feel strangely energized in this room, surrounded by such cool Shit. It makes me giddy in the oddest of ways, like I've just had a giant espresso. I hug my arms closer to myself, revelling in the fantasy of this room. Ash is reading a small write up under some giant mask-like object so I take my chance in the darkness to really size him up. The moonlight coming in through the windows cast romantic shadows on his cheek bones, giving him an almost ethereal appearance. He's physically gorgeous, I know that, but coming here to this place, I feel a certain protectiveness over him, a really strong connection to him. My body feels full of tingles and something else I just can't put my finger on. I know you're going to say 'hormones dummy!' but it seems to be more then that. He turns then as if feeling my gaze upon him. We just look at each other for a moment, caught in a magnetic pull, feeling something happening in the pit of my stomach which I can't imagine is one-sided.

In two strides he closes the gap between us and before I can even form a coherent thought, he snakes his hands behind my neck and pulls me into a frantic kiss. His lips are soft at first but then move with an urgency, like he can't get enough of it, leaving me rasping and wanting so much more. I give myself completely to him as I grab him from behind his neck, reach up on my tippy toes and entwine my hands into his hair with a force I didn't even know I possessed. I pull myself up as he moves his arms to lock around my waist, holding me even closer. His fingers inch up my back, exploring my body as we move together like we are built for this one act of pure sexual release. My legs feel wobbly, like the ground is trembling, about to fall away and take us with it. I never want it to stop. 

But it does. 

In an instant he untangles himself from me and steps back with an abrupt quickness. I open my eyes and he's standing about five feet away from me now, breathless and clearly trying to compose himself. How did he get so far from me so fast? Actually, more importantly, why? 

I stare at him and try to figure out what I did wrong. He's looking back at me with the same heat in his eyes I am sure of it. It almost seems like he's trying to gauge my reaction. I can surely say that I couldn't have been more forthcoming in that kiss, but he seems suddenly guarded.

My sense of composure is out the window though; like he has awakened a part of me that I didn't know existed, a hunger that wants to control me. I am too stunned to do anything but stare back at him and hope he makes the next move. I give him a little smile and his mouth curves up in relief.

"I've been waiting a long time to do that Stella."

"What took you so long?"




I can honestly say that the long ride home felt more like 4 minutes. I'm sure we chatted, but I couldn't focus on anything, I just kept thinking of that kiss. We left the museum shortly after, like Ash needed to get me out of there on the double. I barely muttered a toodles to Ed and he was ushering me into the car and zooming down the road. I think I can safely say that I wasn't the only one who felt something primordial in that encounter and all I kept thinking about was the fact that he was taking me home to an empty house with no parental figure to keep me virtuous. I think I'm in trouble.

Finally we hit Alessa and pull into my long driveway. Ash cuts the engine and looks over at me with telling eyes. I know what he's thinking but clearly he's trying to be the gentleman and let me lead. 

"Um, did you want to come in for a bit, it's still fairly early..." And before I finished my sentence he was out the door and walking over to open mine. Oh crap.

My hands were trembling as we walked up the steps to the porch. Trying to find my keys in the black hole purse is going to be a challenge. He's giving me some space, clearly sensing my trepidation. Harve nearly took me out when I finally opened the door but it was an excellent ice breaker. Nothing spoils sexual tension like a 130 pound slobbering dog.

"Ok Harve, I love you too, now get outside and do your thing. What can I say, he adores me," I say looking back at Ash. I shove Harve outside and shut the door behind us. I busy myself in taking off my shoes and coat, trying not to make eye contact until I am sure I've got it together.

"Would you like a tour of the house?"

"No, not really." 

"Are you hungry? I can make some popcorn and we can watch a movie or something? 

"No. Not hungry." He says with a grin.

I look up to meet his gaze as he's leaning his back against the front door, his arms crossed in front. I hold his gaze for a few seconds before I turn and pad my way into the kitchen turning on the lights.

"C'mon in Ash, I won't bite... " I say looking back at him with a smile. I like this thing called the upper hand. He's still standing under the shadows of the living room but I can see a lop-sided grin creep across his face.

He moves into the kitchen after me and plays nice. "Actually popcorn sounds good. Let me make it for you," he says. I watch him for a minute before I clue into the fact that he seems to know his way around the kitchen, like the whole kitchen. He even knew where to find the cooking oil?

I step up behind him eyeing his clear knowledge of our cupboards. "Can I ask how you are so adept at rooting around my cupboards for supplies, have you been spying on me Mr. Grey?" I question. 

Ash's body stiffens, pausing mid task, making my pulse shoot up with the possibility that maybe I've bitten off more then I can chew. Maybe Gabs was right. I've invited a perfect stranger into my empty house. Someone I have no real knowledge of other then the fact that he likes to break into museums in the dark of night. I'm such an idiot.

He takes a moment before turning around to face me head on. He's standing in front of the stove as I step back away from him, hitting the island as my hands grab the edge to steady me. We're only a few feet away from each other, but I can feel the tension between us as my pulse quickens in anticipation or fear. I'm not sure which yet.

It happens in an instant as he steps towards me and bridges the gap to a mere few centimetres. He searches deep into my eyes as my insides flip like crazy, ripping away all my self control. It's like he's looking for something, a strange mix of desire and confusion.

His left hand moves to gently cradle my neck and brushes a few stray strands of hair tucking them behind my ear with his right. Murderous rampages forgotten as my primal instinct takes over. I'm so done being good.

I crush myself onto him, pressing my lips against his with a hunger that I just can't control. He stumbles back, still connected with me, but quickly regains his ground and fully leans into my advancements. He pulls me up to him, taking control of my body as I wrap my hands around his neck, grasping at his shirt. Nothing in any book, movie or TV show has ever prepared me for the kind of heat that is engulfing me now. 

He leans forward to pull my legs up and wraps them around his waist. He's so strong he can lift me effortlessly. He pushes forward so that I'm sitting on the island and he's positioning himself almost on top of me. I grab for his shirt and yank it up over his head. His body is all lean muscle, divine and hard ripples under a soft layer of smooth flesh. We're engaging in hot shameless groping and it feels amazing.

I break from the kiss and grab his face, pulling his gaze onto mine, trying to read his thoughts. His eyes are telling me everything I need to know; he wants me as much as I want him, like an uncontrollable force pressing us closer. His skin feels like it's on fire as I explore every inch of him. He starts to kiss down my neck and chest as I bring my legs up and wrap them tighter around his hips. It feels like the world is spinning like a tornado and the earth is literally shaking.

Hastily he tears himself off of me and steps back a few feet clearly disoriented and hitting the stove with a bang.

"What's wrong?" I breathe heavily trying to compose myself as I lean up on my forearms.

He's staring at the ground, his fists in tight knots, mumbling under his breath what sounds like a chant, but I can't tell for sure. He's talking to himself and looking around in a clearly confused state. Almost like he is trying to figure out how he got here. 

I sit up straight and hop off the counter. As I step towards him, he looks up in a sharp movement and steps back away from me. What the what?

"I gotta go," he spits out as he grabs for his shirt and keys and turns on a dime towards the front door.

"Um, hello? What just happened here?"

"I uh, need to get home. I just remembered my Dad is getting home tonight and I really have to be there." I'm so stunned I can't even form a sentence, so the best I can muster is a 'wha?'.

Like a blur he's already at the front door, yanking his shirt back over his head. He makes a quick turn back to look at me and says,	"I'll call you later." And that's it, he's gone. Out the door, slamming it behind him as I see him through the front window jumping off the porch to his car. I hear the engine roar to life as he tears out the gravel from our driveway.

In a daze, I slowly walk close to the window, willing him to come back, trying to mentally figure out what the Hell just happened. I can see my reflection in the glass, my rumpled hair, bruised lips and flushed complexion. It was real wasn't it? Did I give it up too easily? Was I really bad at making out? At least I can rule out serial killer. I think. 

Harve jumps up to the window with a force that shakes the house making me drop jump about a foot. Well at least someone is still happy to see me.







































Chapter 16

Dick Head




The next few days pass in a slow, horrible, anxiety filled blur. He doesn't call, text, email, send the pony express - nada. In fact, he doesn't even show up to school on Monday. Scratch that, he hasn't been in school all week. Gabs is all 'I told you so', which I clearly reamed her for, so she's backing off a bit and trying to be more supportive of her jilted friend. 

I've replayed the night a thousand times in my head, but I can't figure it out. Could I be that delusional? Did I make the whole thing up in my mind? Throughout the week I've kept my ear to the ground, trying to figure out what the hell happened to him. It's as if he just dropped off the face of the earth. I approached some of the guys he typically hung around with, asked a few questions, but the funny thing is that no one really knew that much about him. They all assumed he was some rich kid with a bit of a 'tude. No one had ever even heard him talk about his family, home life, or even his old school.

Of corse I'm dying on the inside but trying to remain cool and aloof which I don't think is fooling anyone. I mean I knew I had a slim chance with him regardless, but I really did think we had a connection. I feel so stupid. Time to refocus, get school over with and get the hell out of here. I will not waste another moment thinking about that tit face. By the time Thursday came around I had tricked myself pretty good into thinking I was OK and 'over it'. I pulled into the parking lot in a pretty decent mood, the sun was shining, the birds were chirping and my hair really did look good today. A nice start. Things were on the up sweep when I saw his car and my stomach plummeted into my toes.

I'd all but written him off, but it never fails, you see the one who screwed you over and instead of closure it instantly comes rushing back. The embarrassment, uncertainty, self loathing. In a split second, I was back to the last moment we spent together and feeling the rush of heat in my cheeks. Of corse he's parked near where I normally do so I don't even notice him until it is too late to roar Murrie into the other side of the lot. He's looking directly at me with that intense stare, sporting a grey t-shirt pulled tight against his chest and casually leaning against his car with nary a care in the world. Guys blow. It's like oh, hey Stella, sorry for running out on you mid-make out but I had to bail with no explanation, no call, no nothing, but here I am a week later, and ready for you to jump me. Uh-uh, nope, I've learned my lesson, I'm in control, I'm going to get out, walk the sexiest walk I can muster without falling over and pop you the bird. Suck it Grey.

I hop out, sling my bag over my head and start walking. Fast. Do not make eye contact, do not make eye contact, do not make eye contact.

"Uh Stella, can I talk to you a sec?" Crap I made eye contact.

"Nope." And I kept walking, not the sexy walk I had hoped for, more of a stomp, but it's better then tripping.

In my peripheral, I see him peel away from his car to follow me into school so I pick up my pace and book it towards Biology. Pretty certain I've out-walked him, I casually peek backwards over my shoulder. Yup, gone. Feeling a tad disappointed by his lame attempt to explain, I turn right down the east hall, screeching to a stop before I plow into him. He's standing right there, his left arm spread wide touching the lockers, blocking my passage, how the hell did he manage that?

"I said I needed to talk, can you stop running away for two seconds so I can explain?" 

"How the crap did you get over here so fast? Whatev. I need to get to class." I duck under his arm as he grabs my left elbow and pulls me back around to face him. His touch sends a bolt up to my shoulders. I have a slew of curse words ready to spew out of my mouth any second, but when I look into his eyes and with his hand still holding my arm, I can't form a coherent sentence. Ok plan B: get this over with; hear him out, tell him off and move on with your day. Done.

"Ok, you have 4 minutes. In 5, I'll officially be late, which I will then be forced to to tell to Mr. Abbey that you accosted me in the hall."

"Whew, 4 minutes, that's gonna be tight. Can I renegotiate?" he says trying to make a joke. No dice buddy. I remain tight lipped and stiff as a board. Regrouping he tried again, "Ok. Look, I'm so sorry I ran out on you like that. I didn't have to go home that night, you're right. I didn't have to be anywhere but there with you, and believe me, that's the only place I wanted to be," he says with a shaky breath as if he has been holding onto that statement for a week. Oh wait, he actually was, dick. 

"When we started kissing, I felt something I've never felt before. I can't explain it, but I know you felt it too. There was something happening between us, and it freaked me out." He looks into my eyes expecting me to just accept that? That bull crap? I watch movies. I know a line when I hear one. Boy does he have a lot to learn about me.

"Is that all you got? You wasted 34 seconds on THAT. Geesh." I move to the left to walk around him but he swiftly moves in front of me, blocking my exit.

"I still have 3 min, 14 seconds left, you promised."

"Fine, what other dumb excuse did you want to use?"

"You really aren't making this easy on me Stella." He looks up into my eyes, and I can tell by his expression that no, this actually isn't easy on him, not in the least. As I look closer I can see the dark circles under his lashes and a gaunt look has settled across his face, like he hasn't slept or eaten in a week. I won't be swayed, it could all be an act, and actually achieved with the right amount of Rick Baker make up. 

"And why should I? You left right in the middle of it, wait scratch that, you RAN away right in the middle of it. It wasn't just a silly make-out session to me, it isn't something I give out to every guy on the block if that's what you thought. You didn't call, didn't text, didn't come back to school for 4 days! You can't be trusted Ash, you surely know how to make a girl doubt her mad skills."

He laughs at this, "Mad skills, is that what you call it?" He's going to tease me now? NOW?!

"Insulting me is not helping your situation jerk-off. Is that all then?" I look down at the floor, very aware that I am completely mortified and blushing from the comment. Geez, I know I haven't been around the block a lot, but that was a low blow.

He looks exasperated by me and places his hands on his hips, visibly trying to control his temper as he looks to the ground and attempts to regulate his breathing. I pull both arms in close and fold them in front to remain firm and defiant - definitely childish but it works. He's clearly furious, and takes a few seconds to reign himself in. Then in an all too quick movement he grabs my face and pulls me towards him, way too close. I try to pull back but he is really strong.

"Stella, I didn't mean it like it was nothing. I meant it like it knocked me over and had me crying uncle. You really have no idea of the effect you have on me do you? Over ALL the guys at this crappy school? I've only got 15 seconds left here to tell you that you are the only girl I have ever felt remotely that way about. When you grabbed me like that in the kitchen it took every amount of strength I had to get out of there before I clearly took full advantage of you."

I was floored. What could I say to that? Is it just a really huge line he's using on me? Does he say this to all the girls? My mind is a muddled mess and I need to think. He's just standing there, staring at me, and my world starts to spin. I'm intoxicated by his very presence. I have no idea if I'm now late for class, and at this point I really don't care. I need some air, I need a moment to process this.

He seems to sense this and drops his hands, stepping backward. He looks vulnerable and unsure of himself, hooking his fingers on his belt loops, shuffling his boots across the dusty floor and avoiding my eyes. My firm attitude is melting away, leaving me tired and confused. Look, I'm no advocate for second chances with guys who are most likely playing me, but there is something about his energy that is off today. I don't sense any over confidence, insincerity, bullshit lies from this guy. I think he's officially more screwed up then I am.

"Ok, look Ash, you effed up. You effed up big time. You left me standing there thinking I was a toad and I'm really not sure what to believe at this point. I don't know what you're so scared of, but if what you say is true, you had better start making some sweet amends to me. I'm talking chocolate, throwing money around, jumping at my every whim. I mean it, if you care about me you must realize that you can't take back what you did. I don't trust you, and I particularly don't like you right now. You have your work cut out for you," I say. My resolve starting to melt.

A small smile creeps into his face, erasing the tension just like that. A moment passes where we are just staring at each other, figuring out what to do next. He finally looks at his watch.

"I think my time is up," he whispers.

"I really have to get to class."

"Can I see you after school?"

"Can't, I've got to get home for dinner. Dad is having some geeky dudes from the University over for supper, I need to play hostess."

"Can I see you after dinner?"

"Whoa guy, I think you are jumping the gun a bit. How about we have a do-over Friday night. You can try to woo me back and I will decide if you are worth of my time." I give my nails a drama queen inspection as he nods in agreement with a big smile plastered across his face.

"I think I'm up for the challenge. See you then Stella." He steps to the side to let me pass, gives me a final grin and walks away down the hall behind me.

"Wait a minute! Aren't you going to class?"

"Nah, I've had a tough week. I'm ditching today. Besides, I've got some serious wooing to come up with." He looks back at me as he says this, with a big grin on his face. Yup, he was so playing me. 







































Chapter 17

Take Two




The rest of the week flies by as I try to get Gabs' take on Ashs' declarations. She isn't having it, refusing to get in the middle of my messed up drama. I know she was secretly wishing we were kaput so she wouldn't have to pretend to like him anymore. I guess referring to him as 'arse wipe' made her intentions pretty clear. I know she's just trying to protect me and I don't blame her. If the situation was reversed I would be just as sceptical.

I don't really know what to think anymore either. I've analyzed, sweat bullets, fretted, cried, screamed and panicked. Pretty much the gamut of all pms-y emotions. I'm exhausted and going in with no expectations, so that I can't get hurt this time right? With that thought lingering, I hear a roar zipping up my driveway; it sounds like a lap in the Indy. I peek out the window to see Ash flipping his leg over a sleek black motorcycle. He pulls off his helmet and hitches it onto the back of the bike, he has GOT to be kidding. Although my heart does speed up just a little in anticipation. I've never been on one before, but hell, I know enough that being that close to him could have serious repercussions and he knows it. You sly dog. I hear the front door open already, Shit, Dad! 

I'm still at the top of the stairs but I can hear my Dad giving him the what for, clear as day. I hang back for a little listen as I let him have some choice words with his daughters date; I mean I don't want to make this TOO easy for him. I smile to myself as he lays into the hard hitting lecture about speed, death traps, his only child, responsibility, and my personal favourite – the wrath of Dad. You know the one. How if you hurt one hair on my daughters head I will hunt you down and remove all body parts that mean one spec of importance to you. I giggle to myself a bit and figure he's had enough for one night as I turn the corner and head down the stairs.

Ash seems pretty unfazed, but a little relieved to see me. All in all I think he faired pretty well. Dad is quite red faced and flustered, but after that tirade I would say he's holding his own.

"Home by midnight Stella, not a second later, wear your helmet at all times and for gods sake, do NOT let him go above 45."

"Sure Dad, gotcha." I give him a little salut as he wraps me in an awkward hug before he hightails it to the kitchen without a single utterance of good bye to my date. 

I turn back to Ash looking quite surprised by that sudden show of affection, I think he's still in shock that his daughter started dating before 30, poor guy.

"Well, you sure know how to rile up the adults. Is it a special gene you possess, or just a genuine lack of respect for authority figures?" I say as I slide on my boots and grab my coat from the hook. I'm so glad I opted for jeans casual instead of flowy dressy, much more death mobile appropriate.

"I think they're in awe of my awesomely charismatic charm and witty remarks. Besides, I saw the look on your Dad's face, he is SO jealous of my bike out there, it's killing him!" I smile at him picturing my Dad on his motorcycle, he'd probably not make it to the end of the driveway before ditching it. He's super smart, but clumsy as hell. 

"So, where are you whisking me off to on your machine built to make you seem more manly?"

"Ouch. I guess I deserved that," he says with a smirk as he grabs my hand and we close the front door behind us.

"I thought we could go for a drive, and I have a little spot in mind for a pit stop if you're up for it?" he replies as he brushes a stray strand of hair from my cheek.

"As long as it's awesome. You DO remember I haven't forgiven you yet," I say as I break free from his hand and lop down the front steps. I've got to get some control here and I can't just let him think that he can touch me whenever he wants. I need to exercise my woman's lib and all that crap. As I stand before the bike with my hands on my hips I start to sweat a little. Not that I'm scared, well maybe a little, but this is exactly where he wants me and I know it. I can't let my hormones do the talking tonight, I need to figure out what the hell is really up with him and whether he's just too damaged for me. I won't deny that we share an amazing chemistry, but it can't be all about that. Time to cut the crap.

"Well, what do you think?" He comes up behind me leaning over my shoulder.

"It's Shiny. Let's go." I grab the spare helmet and pop it on my head trying to look like I know what I'm doing. I see Ash suppressing a laugh, but doesn't offer his assistance which I'm grateful for.

"Ok, so whatever you do, don't let go and try not to lean with me, just go with the flow of the bike, don't try to overcompensate in the turns – got it?" He flips his leg over the seat and pulls his own helmet on as he kicks up the stand and fiddles with the switches. The bike roars to life as he looks back at me. "You coming?"

"Ok, ok, give me a minute Grey." I zip up my cropped leather jacket to my neck and tuck the dangling strands of my hair into the helmet. As I flip my leg over the seat, I try to adjust myself with minimal touching to him, but it's a little difficult as the seat slops down towards him. Clever design. I loop my arms around his waist casually and knot my fingers together for stability. "Ok ready."

"You know you're going to have to squeeze a little closer then that. You do realize how these things work," he says as he turns his head a little to the left to peer back at me. His voice is coming from inside the helmet though, it doesn't surprise me that he would have the latest tech for his bike.

"Just drive, I got it."

"Don't say I didn't warn you."

I have to admit that the bike is super hot; the sound is smooth and seemingly gentle, but with a hidden power that can be unleashed at any time. As he starts to make his way down my driveway we go fairly slow due to the gravel but once we hit the highway, a totally different story. He punches the gas immediately, leaving me no choice but to vice grip his waist and hang on for dear life.

"Told ya," he laughs into the mic. 

Now I totally get it; I completely understand the pull of chicks to guys on bikes. It was fantastic. I have no idea how fast he was going (sorry Dad), but the ride was so exhilarating, it left me speechless. Feeling the wind pushing against us, the speed, Ash's body pressed so close to mine, the confidence he was exuding manipulating this powerful machine, I  am a total a bike whore! 

We were quiet for a bit, mainly because I couldn't stop my goofy smiling and I think Ash wanted to just drive fast. Finally he broke the silence.

"So, what do you think? Am I winning some brownie points? Are you being wooed?" 

"You're doing ok. Pretty slick I must say though, does this work on all the girls?"

"I've actually never taken a girl on my bike before. I like to ride alone, driving fast helps me think."

"So what changed your mind with me? What do I owe this display of favouritism?" I questioned with a bit of sarcasm mixed in with a smile.

"In case you haven't noticed Stella, you aren't exactly like all the other girls." Which of corse leaves my heart hammering in my chest. On that note he accelerated even faster and we enjoyed the rest of the ride in silence. We really didn't need to say anything more, our body language spoke volumes. I pulled myself a little closer to him, tucking my hands into his leather jacket pockets for some extra warmth, feeling his abs through the thin liner fabric as I wrapped my arms tighter around his waist. I could feel his pulse quicken as I did this. My body seems to have some sort of spidey sense around Ash. If it weren't humanly possibly I would swear that I could feel things with him that I can't in anyone else; like there's a pull drawing us into a little bubble where I'm sensitive to the most minute details of his body, his temperature rising and falling, his heartbeat quickening, his smell even. I know this is strange but sometimes I can tell when he's near before I see him, my heart beats faster, my skin prickles and then magically he appears. This happened a few times the other week, but I just chalked it up to my attraction for him. Now I'm not so sure. 

We headed into a small outskirt of Alessa, a little town that pretty much has nothing but a general store, post office included, and a few houses littering the main drag. Ash started to slow down and turned north. We drove a few miles before I could see our destination in the distance. It was a place easy to miss, an old building nestled back into the woods that has definitely seen better days. There were actually a few cars in the small dirt parking lot, but it was not someplace I would ever venture on my own. I see a little neon sign in the window, that you would probably miss if you weren't paying attention, stating this place as 'The Devil's Pit', charming. It almost looks like Merlotte's from 'True Blood'. First off it's in the middle of nowhere, there are skeezy guys on Harley's in the parking lot, most of the windows are blacked out, and I imagine many a fight breaks out in the parking lot accompanied by broken bottles and drunk guys proving their manhood. What the hell are we doing here? Two high school kids are going to get slaughtered in a place like this. Let alone the fact that we are both underage. 

"Um, Ash, why are we stopping here? Was the ponderosa too lacking in knifings?" I say as he cuts the engine and I pull my helmet off, wary to remove myself from the bike.

"Time for some adventure Stella, aren't you curious to see what will happen in a place like this?" He pulls off his helmet and gestures to the area around us.

"I think I know what will happen. We'll go in, be denied a drink cause we clearly aren't 21, get thrown out on our asses, accidentally knock down a bike which will domino the others onto the ground, get beaten up by a bunch of thugs who value their bikes over human life. They'll bury us, with no evidence, in a swamp, burn our belongings and then go back in and finish their drinks. I watch CSI, I'm not naive."

Ash laughs at my analogy, but still rests his helmet on the bike, ruffling his hair into that messy look that I love. Damn him.

"I'd say you watch too much TV," he says as he motions for me to get off the bike. I flip my leg over and fiddle with my hair in a lame attempt at fixing hat head. "Where's your sense of adventure Stells?"

"I think it left town when I saw that guy over there hock a giant loogie in the grass while giving me the evil eye." I shudder.

'C'mon, it'll be fun, I promise," he says grabbing my hand and leading me into what I feel is certain death.

I don't think I'm really wrong in that statement. I mean the dingy bar was exactly that. A dank, dark hole in the wall with some very scary patrons scattered throughout. There was a long wooden bar to the left which you can tell is permanently sticky with spilled beer, filthy elbows and years of neglect. There's a jukebox on the far north wall playing some old tune from the 70's, and no I'm not talking disco either, it sounds a little like Black Sabbath? There are some old wooden tables scattered in the middle with mismatched chairs and stools rounding out the seating arrangements. To the right is a little dance floor and rickety stage, God I hope there is no entertainment tonight. Behind that are two doors that lead to 'gents' and 'fillys'. I suppose I am a filly, but I'll have to double check with Ash before I attempt to use the washroom never to be seen again.

"So, what makes you think they will serve a bunch of snot nosed teenagers booze? You do realize we are underage?" I whisper this statement, even though it appears that not one person has looked up or noticed us come in. I guess the local folk like to keep a low profile.

"Stop worrying Stella. Let's sit at the bar." He ushers me to the counter and we take a seat on some high stools that were worn down to the perfect ass shape. I see the barman at the far end wiping some glasses as he looks up to Ash. He doesn't acknowledge a smile, or utter a word. I see Ash hold up two fingers as the barman gives a slight nod and finishes up his task.

"What was that?" I ask.

"Sorry, did you want a shirley temple? I thought perhaps you would be up for a real drink," he says with a smile tugging at his lips.

"Ok, ok, you got me. Are we being punked?"

"Oh ye have little faith." Ash pops a large bill on the bar as the mute barman slides down a few drinks. It appears to be a rich honey coloured liquid – brandy?

"I hate to break it to you Mr. Sinatra, but I prefer my beverages to have coke, or 7-up included. Besides, you shouldn't be drinking, you're driving."

"Lighten up Stella, it's one drink. It's the house specialty, c'mon try it, you'll like it." He grabs his and takes a long haul never leaving eye contact with me; his green eyes gleaming.

"Alright, but just so you know, I'm not a big fan of cognac unless it's a vintage '56." I grab the glass and take a little sip but it's like nothing I've ever tasted before, it doesn't even taste like hard liquor. More like warm liquid velvet as it rolls down my throat and a heat fills my entire body making my extremities tingle as if all my nerve endings have just woken up from a long sleep .

"Whoa, what is that stuff?" I ask as I take another sip.  	

"Just something they make locally for their 'special' clientele," he says as he watches me carefully, judging my reaction.

"It's pretty great, they really should market this stuff," I say as a sudden revelation dawns on me, "Is this legal Ash? Oh god, is this drugged?!"

"Relax Stella, it's not drugged. It just contains some ingredients that probably wouldn't pass the FDA. It's perfectly harmless, trust me."

"Can I ask how you know about this place then? It doesn't seem like the kind of hangout even sketchy you would frequent? It seems a little too bad ass if you ask me. More like gross ass with a bit of dank and dreary mixed in," I say taking another gulp.

"I like it here. People don't bug you when you want to be alone, and the Zeppelin cover band is kick ass." 

I can't help but laugh picturing what kind of characters this place draws on a Saturday night. I'm trying to be all tough and hard to get, but it's becoming moot. The way he's staring at me, this amber drink that's making me feel all warm and fuzzy and now all I can think of when I look at him is that kiss in my kitchen. I can feel myself start to blush so I avert my eyes and start a new topic. One that won't lead to sexy talk.

"So, tell me about your Mom."

At first his expression goes dark as he avoids my eye contact and plays with his glass; his shoulders stiffen to the bouncing quarters off them state. I guess the question was a little out in left field. I see his jaw muscles clench and retract, wrestling with whatever demons he has hidden. After a few moments he softens a wee bit and turns his head to meet my eyes. 

"I never knew my Mom actually. She died while giving birth to me," he paused. "My Dad took it really hard though. He went mad afterwards, it's a wonder I made it out to be so sane. Well mostly," he says with a smile that never quite reaches his eyes.

"I know she was special, a strong independent woman who always stood up for what she believed in. Relatives have told me that she was a force to be reckoned with, a real Shit disturber. I wonder where I got THAT from." He raises his eye brows and looks back down at his hands, rolling his large silver ring around his finger.

"I know she was over the moon to be pregnant with me, couldn't wait to see what I'd look like, act like. She wasn't sure she was ever going to be able to conceive, and when she did, she was so excited. But I guess it was just never meant to be. There were some complications that she just couldn't be brought back from. I really think my Dad blamed me for it. I mean he never came out and said it, but he was a tough father, still is, and I know that she was the light of his life, so I sort of understand why he would've hated me."

He goes silent, reliving a memory that is dark and painful. I know exactly how he feels. I place my hand on his shoulder which immediately feels warm.

"Ash, I am so sorry. In my lame quest to understand who you are and where you came from, I'm afraid I crossed the line, I am so so sorry I asked you about her."

He looks up at me and gazes into my eyes for a few seconds, making my heart skip a beat. 

"Don't be Stella. I've worked through my issues long ago. It took me a long time, but I realized that we are all on this earth alone, and no one can or should be able to make you feel a certain way. I am not responsible for my Mom's death, I know that, but I understand why he would resent the thing that killed the love of his life. I actually do get it."

Grabbing his arm I say, "Ash, he couldn't possibly still think that? I mean grief makes us crazy but we all pull ourselves out of it eventually."

"Really Stella, is that why your Dad never remarried? Tell me. Where is your mother?" he says this with no malice, but it still cuts through me like a knife. I can feel the blood drain from my face and my mouth go dry. Don't deal it if you can't take it Stella.

"My mother left us when I was a few weeks old. She couldn't handle the pressure and skipped town." I shrug and take deep breath, it's been awhile since I had to tell this story. I thought time was supposed to make it better. It's supposed to heal all wounds, nope.

"My Dad was devastated too, but I never felt like he blamed me for it. He loved me the best way he knew how, and did as much as he could for me."

"Except move on with his life and find a new partner. Why do you think that is?" asks Ash.

"Who knows," I shrug, "maybe he never found that 'special someone'. I don't talk about my dad's love life with him you know." I'm starting to get a little peeved. He's turning his twisted views onto me and it isn't fair. I take a big swig of liquid courage and keep going.

"Look Ash, I'm sorry about your mom, I really am. I didn't ask you these questions to get your back up. I asked you so that I could get to know the whole story about you, figure out what this is between us," I say gesturing back and forth. "I don't think it's fair that you're turning your blame game onto some deep seated issues my Dad does or does not have." I turn my body forward so I'm facing the bar and staring at all the half drunk liquor bottles sitting on the shelf behind it. I can tell he's still staring at me, but I refuse to let him win.

"You're right Stella. You're right. It does appear as if I'm always looking for that hidden agenda. I guess I'm more then a little jaded but I shouldn't be pushing that on you. I'm sure your Dad is just fine and happy and over your Mom."

But as he says this, I know I'm lying. There is no way my Dad is over my mother. No way he can't blame me just a little for what happened. The thought crushes me with an overwhelming sense of sadness. I think about that far away look he always has on his face, his inability to date anyone, that strange look he gives me when he tells me how much I look like her. Classic case of denial. What is it about this guy that makes me so uncertain about myself and my life? First the melt down at The Grind, then the strange make out session, now this. Maybe I'm the one who's too damaged. Suddenly I don't want to be here anymore, I'm ready to go home.

Ash breaks the weird silence. "I'm an ass Stella. Can you understand now why my dating life is so weak? What kind of a guy does this to a girl. I am utterly, hopelessly, failing at wooing you. I don't suppose I could have yet another do-over?"

I look over at him and his expression is pleading. He REALLY sucks at this. I can't help but laugh at this situation. Two broken kids, sitting in a scary bar, drinking some weird booze and telling horror stories about their sucky parents. I'd say we both blow at dating. I start to giggle at the absurdity of this whole night.

"Let's just say that we have some things to work through, but not tonight ok?" I say holding up my drink to toast a new beginning.

"Deal." He smiles and clinks back.

A whip of wind comes in from the front door and blows my hair up over my shoulder. I turn slightly to see our new patron. Or should I say patrons plural. Really scary, tattooed, perhaps former prison inmate mofo patrons. Great.




The noise level in the bar increased substantially when our new 'friends' make their appearance. I turn back to Ash sensing him tense, but trying to remain aloof and calm on the exterior.

"Maybe we should head home now?" 

"Sure," he says, "let's get moving, it seems to have gotten a little crowded in here." He smiles but the sentiment never really reaches his eyes; he's not even looking at me, instead he's scanning the group over my shoulder. As I stand up and turn to leave, a huge burly guy with snake tattoos slithering up every inch of his arms and neck, shaved head and way too many piercings to count, appears right before me. Every thing about this guy screams bad ass. It's such a cliche but I can't think of another descriptive expression. He's wearing worn black leather biker boots, scruffy jeans, an old black t-shirt that stretches tight against his ginormous chest and I already mentioned the plethora of tattoos. He even has a snakey moustache that goatees into a scraggly beard on his chin.

"Well, well, well. Look at what we have here. I guess it's getting close to bedtime, gotta get the 'kids' home to mommy," he sneers with a laugh as his gang behind him assemble in a bit of a tough guy formation. Their intense stares are enough to get my knees rattling.

"Just heading out gentlemen, if you'll please step aside, we'll be on our way," Ash says with no intimidation showing, but steps in front of me as I gratefully slink up behind him and peer over his shoulder.

"Aww, isn't that sweet. Young love. Makes me go all fuzzy inside." He eyes me up and down with a look that makes my skin crawl. "A nice, young one at that too. Perhaps just finished the change? All fresh and new. Makes me want to take her out for a little test drive. What do you think boys, it's shaping up to be a much more interesting night then we thought." I hear some throaty laughs coming from behind him; the kind of voices you expect from years of drinking, smoking and nasty vices. 

"Look guy, we don't want any trouble. Although if what you're looking for is a hot piece of ass, I have to admit I'm flattered, but I do prefer my dates to be of the female variety." This garners a few laughs from the back up gang which is silenced by burly guy as he shoots his hand up in a warning to shut the hell up; he is clearly NOT amused.

I look up at Ash with my mouth gaping open. He must be on drugs to challenge THIS guy. Burly dude stares at Ash with a burning glare, the bar is utterly silent now aside from the crackly jukebox tune in the background. This can't end well. The group starts to shift their positions to that they are now surrounding us in a bit of a 'u' formation with two guys flanking each side of the 'leader'. Time seems to go on at a snails pace, but I'm sure no more then 10 seconds have passed. I feel like I can hear the condensation dripping down the other patrons glasses, like I have some sort of super sonic hearing aid on.

"You might be new to this area, but I'd say you need some help minding your mouth, demon. This is MY territory you've crossed into, and I would appreciate some respect and ass kissing from a little shit like yourself." His stare at Ash is terrifying, my whole body is alive with fear. Adrenaline must be starting to kick in. The boss starts in again, never breaking eye contact with Ash.

"I think I'll start by teaching you a lesson in respecting your elders. Let's see, what would serve the trick? Perhaps we take off a few fingers? Maim that pretty face just a little? What do you think boys?" He crosses his arms, mentally creating a list of evil unmentionables, before settling his dark eyes onto me; taking in every inch and making my skin crawl in disgust. "She is a pretty one though. Looks like a good time. Yeah I think that's it, we need to prepare this little one for the real world. I'm pretty sure that would teach you some respect. Perhaps we take her out for a spin, make you watch as each one of us breaks her in, letting her feel what a real man can do for her. Would that be enough? Her skin looks pretty soft and easy to - tear," he spits out, showing all of his sharp teeth in a macabre sneer.

He says this like he's thinking of a great steak dinner. I start to shiver uncontrollably. 

"Perhaps not as easy to heal back though. Maybe it'll leave a few reminders of tonight for good measure. It might be just enough to make you think twice before you come into my bar and insult me." He's licking his thick, fat lips, my stomach churning at the thought of his hands on my skin. I can sense Ash's body tighten, ready to lash out to protect my virtue, which I can say I appreciate, but there's no way in hell we can win, not a chance. I try to lighten the mood.

"C'mon guys, let's just chill for a sec. We were just leaving, and really had no intentions of pissing anyone off. I mean we're just some dumb teenagers ok. Really not worth your time, trust me." My lame attempt at diffusing the bomb didn't work, no one even looks my way but continues to remain in a tense stare down. Ash is as rigid as a steel bar, while my confidence is crumbling swiftly away. Everyone is staring at us, waiting for something, and then I get it, they're waiting for a cue.

I then see the slightest nod of the main dude and suddenly the bar erupts in chaos.

It happened so fast, like a blurry hot mess. Suddenly gigantic rough hands grab my arms from behind and hold them in an iron vice. My feeble attempt to kick and escape my captor is futile, he is just SO strong. I start to feel my arms bruising already from the pressure. I opened my mouth to scream as loud as I could but with one hand he is able to hold me in place and with the other he clamped his fat fingers over my mouth; apparently not a fan of screaming chicks. 

I continued to squirm without as much as an inch gained, scanning the crowd for Ash. My vision is skewed from the huge hand as my whole body fills with dread, desperate to see him, to know if he's ok, which of corse he couldn't be – who am I kidding?  I see a flash of movement in front of me, but it's just too fast, chairs are flying, bodies are flailing about, bottles are being smashed and yet I think I can still make out the other patrons that were here when we arrived, sitting in the corner still enjoying a drink? 

For an instant I spot Ash crouched in the corner by the jukebox, squaring off with the main snake tattoo guy, doing that circle dance you see in movies. Then I spy two of the other guys actually lying limp on top of each other, on the ground beside the stage, faces bruised and bloodied. Did Ash do that? Impossible. It feels like we are in the middle of a hurricane, my hair is whipping around my face obscuring my view, did someone leave the door open? I see flashes of light fly from Ash's hands and the sound of crackling thunder deafens my hearing as the main big dude flies back hitting a group of tables. I finally get a better look at him as he emerges from the heap of broken and splintered wood; he has taken on a humped shape, with his ears going up in points and gigantic fangs emerging from his mouth. His hands are now like giant talons ready to slash Ash apart. What was IN that drink? Definitely drugs. 

As I continue to squirm, I can feel the grip loosening on my back arms. An odd thrum begins to course through my body and I start to feel a little strange. I'm finally able to open my mouth for a second attempt at a scream and instead have the sudden urge to clamp my mouth as hard as I can on this guys hand. Such a chick thing to do but whatever works. As my teeth sink into his index and middle fingers, I feel my incisors bore into his flesh like it's ice cream. I can taste the metallic tinge of blood as he rips his hand away from my mouth. Before he yanks his hand back in reflex, I can see that I've made a gash that cut straight through his fingers. What the? I have no time to react, I take that bizarre turn of events into my favour, turn around, and lift my leg up to give him a kick with all the force I can muster. I hit him with all the strength I have, which really should have moved him about a centimetre, but instead he's flying back into the bar, hitting the counter and flipping up over it and into the back shelves of booze bottles. He falls down behind the bar as they all crash onto his head. Ok that was weird.

As I turn back towards where I think Ash is, big guy number five jumps up in front of me as instinct takes over and I pull my arm back into a swing. It doesn't get a chance to make impact though as I see a flash of light and he just melts in front of me like he's been hit by a taser. Ash is standing behind him as he falls, breathing heavily with sweat beading his temples but seemingly unharmed. I can't see the big burly head honcho guy, and really I don't care, we need to get the hell out of here.

"Feel like making it an early night?" asks Ash.

"Ya, this place is sorta boring me." I quip as he grabs my hands and we tear out of the bar. We run to the bike and grab our helmets hustling to get some distance from this place. Ash rips up the gravel and dirt as he spins the back wheel and wields the full power of the bike; it can go a lot faster then he demonstrated before. It only takes a few minutes but we are now miles away and I think the shock of the situation finally hit me like a ton of bricks. I think Ash can sense I'm breaking up and pulls off onto an old dirt road. It's mostly dark out and the only light we have is from the front head lamp. I start to hyperventilate as he slows to a stop and shuts off the bike. I scramble for the helmet but my hands are shaking so hard, I can't seem to unhook the strap. Ash jumps off first, hurling his own helmet into the dirt and turns to help me. He pulls it off and drops it to the ground as I half fall, half stumble off the bike. He envelops me in a stronghold hug that I cling to as if I am about to faint. He murmurs some soothing words into my ears trying to get me to calm down. After a few minutes I try to push myself away from him. I need some answers.

"Ok, did I dream that whole thing back there, what the eff happened? How are we still alive and how did you kick all that ass?" I frantically blurt out at him.

"What did you see Stella?" asks Ash.

"What did I SEE?! What I saw wasn't real. I saw you kick four guys asses without a single hand lifted. I saw some guy change into a horrific monster before my eyes. I single handedly kicked one huge guys butt and sunk my teeth into his hand like it was a ham sandwich! What I SAW doesn't make sense!" I am frantic, screaming at Ash with my fists balled tight at my sides trying desperately to stand my ground and make sense of the situation.

"I'm not going to lie to you Stella, but I'm also not sure you're ready to hear the truth."

"What kind of cryptic crap is that?!"

"I really wanted to do this differently, it was so stupid of me to take you there tonight..." He starts to pace the road, running his fingers through his hair looking really worried. Panic is starting to boil up into my chest as my heart is banging like sledgehammer. I can feel my anxiety ready to take over my body any second as my hands are shaking like leaves.

"I think you need to sit down for this Stella." He stops pacing and is looking back at me with an intensity that means business.

I stumble back to lean on the bike and barely ekk out a whisper, "What is wrong with me Ash? What happened back there? Am I hallucinating?"

"Ok before I start, you have to try to remain calm and hear me out fully, don't go all chick freak out ok?"

"Ok, SO not the time to be making fun of my gender." I fold my arms across my chest to ward off the chill that's running up and down my spine.

Ash takes a deep breath, "Ok here goes. What you saw was an altercation between two members of our world. That, back there, was a pack of lycanthropes with a real bone to pick. Bad joke I know."

What did he just say? He folds one arm across his chest while chewing on the other hands' nails. He looks really nervous. He has got to be kidding me, right?

"Werewolves? Ok, now I know I'm being punked..." I stand up and look around the darkness, searching for vindication. "I know you're out there, you can come out now!" I yell at the dark. "Very funny Gabs!" I give a few nervous giggles thinking I have not really lost it and it was just an elaborate prank. The serious look on Ash's face says otherwise. He physically looks exhausted, drained of all energy. My momentary relief disappears as I can feel my legs start to wobble underneath me and I grab hold of the bike for stability. Ash rushes to my side and helps me to the ground to sit. He sits across from me in the dirt and takes my hands, searching my face for my reaction.

"You're not kidding are you? Please tell me you're kidding?" He's shaking his head slowly, but never loses eye contact with me. My senses are in hyper-drive, I can feel the pebbles digging into my jeans and like my brain is about to implode. I drop his hands and place my palms on the dirt, digging my nails into the gravel until I can feel my hands starting to bleed. 

Werewolves. 

Werewolves. 

Werewolves? 

The more I think it, the more it sounds absolutely ridiculous. I read fantasy books on this, it isn't really REAL. It's make believe, fairy tales, it's a Stephanie Meyer novel for pete's sake! I don't know how long I sat there. Minutes, an hour. Who knows. No amount of time was long enough for me to process this turn of events.

"Stella, can you please say something, your silence is killing me." Ash is pleading and I can tell my inner monologue is making my face do all sorts of strange expressions as I try and work through the impossible scenario.

Something he said finally hit me. "Wait a sec. You said two members of 'our' world. who was the other member?"

"Uh. Me."

"What?" I answer.

"I said - me."

"I know what you said, but what does that MEAN?"

"I mean that I'm a supernatural as well, an atmoskinesis demon. I can control and create all of the four earth elements whenever I want. It's pretty awesome actually to finally be able... "

I start to laugh now, uncontrollably and hysterically, moving from my seated position and far away from this jerk.

"You're good. I mean you're really some piece of work Ash, knowing my supernatural fetish, taking me to that museum, staging this elaborate ruse of werewolves and this demon crap. You're good. All this to impress a girl? geez, I should count myself flattered. Is this some sort of sick game to you? You're very skilled at it you know, does it typically work on you're stupider conquests?" I brush off the dirt and rocks off my jeans. "You totally drugged me back there, didn't you? Oh my god, was it some sort of acid trip? You are a sick, sick puppy you know that!" I shout.

I'm pacing the road throughout my tirade and finally stop to notice that Ash hasn't moved a millimetre. Not an inch. His head is bowed into his hands as his fingers are entwined into his hair. I can't see his expression, but I can feel it regardless. I can feel his despair, his whole energy level is down to the ground and I can actually feel it. It was this feeling that led to my realization that maybe he isn't lying about this absurd turn of events. That statement suddenly overwhelms me as my whole body gives out, surrendering to the dark spots crowding my vision. TMI is definitely an understatement today. 

I don't know how long I was out, and this would be the very first faint I have managed, so I hope it wasn't too embarrassing. Far away I hear a voice calling me back. It starts off very low but starts to gain volume as my eyelids start to flutter, taking in the blurry images around me.

"Stella? Stella, c'mon wake up." Ash is leaning over me, gently stroking my cheeks, cupping my head and upper body in a protective embrace.

"Ok ok, give me some air guy, you're crushing me." He loosens his grip as I unsteadily try to sit up, blinking away the haze that is filtering my vision. "How long was I out for?"

"Just a few minutes. One second you were standing, the next, you were flat on your back. You really are an excellent fainter." 

"Well that's what you get for telling me you're some sort of demon that battles werewolves in skeezy bars. Serves you right." He laughs a little at this as he leans back on his arms and looks up to the star filled sky. 

"You're not lying are you?" I'm still sitting on the ground, rubbing my temples and leaning away from him. My legs are off to the side, as I survey the dark trees surrounding us.

"'Fraid not." He pulls his head back to look at me. Silence envelops us for what seems like forever as I mentally revisit every encounter we've had, trying to piece it all together in my brain, searching for clues that would have given him away. I don't know how long we sit in silence as I mentally re-coup but Ash's voice finally wakes me up.

"Are you going to speak to me again Stells, or have you finally lost the urge to yell at me? I can't say I'd be sad to see that one go."

This snaps me back and I start to think out loud. "Gabby was right. She said she saw you one night, in an alley by The Grind. Well that totally makes more sense now..." I ponder this a little longer, she's going to shit bricks when she finds out, but then a flood of questions come pouring out.

"So are you like evil or something? How old are you really? Are there any demons who attend AlessaU besides you? No wonder you have such great hair." I look up at him, waiting for answers.

"Um, ok." He sits up and starts through the list. 

"Let me see. Yup. 121 years young. Nope, and the hair is really due to good genes."

"This is absolutely absurd. Incredible. I really don't know what to think right now. Wait you're how old?"

"Look, I know this is a huge pill to process right now, are you going to be ok with this, or are you in some state of denial that will send you over the edge as soon as you get home?"

"I'm not going to say that it doesn't shock the Shit out of me, but it does make sense, considering what I saw at the bar tonight. I'm not about to crack up into a million pieces Ash, I think I just need to go home and process some things. But if my Dad sees my hair like this, he'll jump to conclusions and we'll have more to worry about then mere werewolves in a bar." I slowly start to get up, test my legs for stability, shake off the dirt and try to resemble my normal self. I rummage through my bag for a much needed brush and a little make-up refresh; standing in front of the bike using the headlamp for my light source.

"Jeez, I thought this was going to go way worse. I mean it isn't everyday you're told you're a demon. You're pretty incredible you know." I stop brushing the dirt out of my hair, mid stroke. What did he say? I stand up as I see him cleaning his pants off and grabbing the helmets that have fallen into the ditch. What did he SAY?

"Um Ash, Can you repeat that," I croak out in a whisper.

He stiffens at my question and slowly turns around to face me. I can't read his expression as I'm still in front of the head light and everything around me is blackness; I can only see his dark outline.

"That you're a part of our world Stella, you're a supernatural like me," he mutters in a low voice.

And I'm down again like that ton of bricks. I can faintly hear Ash asking if I'm ok, trying to wake me up, but seriously he has GOT to be joking. This is a dream, not really happening, ok enough with the vampire books, time to become a little more diverse with my reading lists. As I slowly come back to reality for the second time tonight, I have a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Could he be telling the truth? Some weird Shit has certainly been going on lately. But supernatural, c'mon, this is too much like life imitating art for my liking. 

"And, she's back once again. Twice in one night Stella, that's gotta kill some major brain cells right?" Ash is half smiling, trying to make light, but I know he's freaking out on the inside. I can tell by the inflection in his voice and lame attempt at humour. Actually if I'm to be honest with this new turn of events, I can tell just by reading his energy levels as stress and trepidation vibes radiate through his body. Well I suppose my new demon revelation would explain that freaky new talent, Fack.

As he slowly lifts me to my feet and I steady myself, he drops my hands and stands back from me digging his hands into his pockets waiting for me to speak again.

What can I possibly say next? Where do I go from here. I need a stiff drink.

"I think you should take me home," I say.

"Ok."

We ride back in complete silence the whole way home. He takes it really slow and steady, probably afraid I'll hurl myself off in a fit of panic. I mean I think I'm actually ok. Information overload and probably the strangest date I'VE ever been on, but I really feel oddly calm; as if a lot of questions have just been answered. My feelings of alienation, strange changes in my looks lately, and it would definitely explain my nearly biting off that guys hand. I have about a million questions, but I really just want some peace and quiet to think it through in a long, hot bath.

As Ash rounds up my driveway and cuts the engine, I haul myself off right away. He stays on but we both take off our helmets and have a bit of an awkward silence. Sort of like the silence you get before a first kiss, but this is really a silence because my date just informed me I was part of a different species. Funny. Sort of.

As I look up into his eyes, I see a flood of emotion there. I realize now that he's been waiting for me to say something, anything, that will indicate that I'm not furious at him, think he's a quack, and never want to see him again. Or maybe he's afraid I'll demon out and eat his face off? Ok scratch that, definitely the former, I couldn't be capable of that. Could I? I must shake that horrific image from my brain.

"I really don't know what to say right now Ash, I need some time to think about what you just said. I have about a zillion questions, but I don't think I can handle anymore answers tonight. Basically what you just said changes everything I've ever thought, ever done, anyone I've ever known and basically every belief I've ever had. I believe you, I actually do. I just can't deal with it fully right now."

"I truly didn't say it to be insensitive. I thought when I said 'our world' that you understood what I meant. I feel so dumb that I just thought you got it and were ok. What can I say, I'm not the best communicator," he says with an exhausted grin.

I gently take his left hand in mine from it's spot resting on his thigh and lean in to brush some dirt off the side of his face. I can feel his pulse quicken as I touch his skin. It sends a shiver of power through my entire body, surely this has to be a demon thing.

"I do have one question though," I say barely above a whisper.

"What's that Stella?"

"Is it cool to be one of us, I mean, is it really amazing?"

"It has it's definite perks." Slowly leaning over he reaches for me and grabs my neck in his right hand as he pulls me in for a gentle kiss. His left hand drops mine and weaves it's way into my hair, fiercely pulling me closer to him and deepening the make out. I definitely reciprocate, leaning in close and grabbing his jacket to pull him closer. It feels so good to let go and not think for a second. Erasing all scary demon crap from my head for a brief moment. As he slowly pulls away, he leans his forehead against mine grabbing my hands, keeping his eyes closed and breathing in long slow rasps, regaining control. His scent intoxicates me, I remain with my eyes closed for a few more seconds then pull away as I can see the front porch light blinking like an S.O.S. beacon. Dad must have been getting impatient.

"I gotta get inside."

"Uh-huh," he says but hangs on for a second more. "See you tomorrow?"

"Night Ash."

I turn and rush up the steps and into the house. 







































Chapter 18

Anti-Normal is the new black




I had the most bizarre dreams last night. Scary as hell, then sexy, then scary again, then that one where you are running and late for something like getting to get to the airport, or exams or wherever you really need to be on time. Then I woke up at 4 am in a hot sweat that soaked my sheets and kept me up permanently. It wasn't the same as a full on panic attack, but it was close. Maybe that's my power - crappy scary dream girl. It would be my luck.	

I paced, fidgeted, ate a boat load of corn chips, tried distractions – magazines, Facebook, googling demons and supernaturals but falling into the lamest websites where people clearly lost their marbles. Or maybe they haven't and I have instead. Around 6:30, as I sat cuddled on my bed watching the sun rise, it finally registered with me. What Ash was talking about and how my life will never be the same. I mean isn't this what I always thought about when I dreamt of being special, unique and super human? Sometimes the cliches are so dead on – be careful what you wish for or you might just get it. Touché. 

It's never the same as in the movies. Where I suddenly burst into my demon self, have a few witty comments for comedic value, and then get on with the butt kicking and super cool save the world things I'd have to do, with nary a thought of the future and what the crap it is going to be like. The questions were multiplying. How did this happen to me? What special powers do I have? Am I dangerous? Could I accidentally kill someone? Is my dad a demon too? Maybe that's why my mom left him? Do I really need to go to work today or maybe there is a huge demon bank where we inherit tons of cash on our 18th birthday?

I dressed in a haze and meandered downstairs to assemble the 'Lard Ass' for Dad and I. From the moment he enters the kitchen, I am transfixed on his movements, mannerisms, covertly stealing stares while he's immersed the paper. Could he really be a demon? I wonder what his power would be? Is he evil? How can someone who wears fuzzy slippers be evil? 

"Ok, what is it? Did I forget to shave a patch this morning? Do I have something in my teeth? What do you keep staring at Stella?" Dad pushes his paper down, leaning his flannel clad elbows on the counter. Demons most definitely wouldn't be into flannel checked shirts would they?

"Nothing dad, I wasn't staring," I say with a nervous pfft training my eyes on the bacon as if it's the most interesting thing I've ever seen.

"Right. Ok, do you have something to say then? Something you need to talk about?"

"No Dad, I'm fine, just uh, didn't sleep well last night so I think I'm in a bit of a haze this morning. So, uh, do you have any special abilities you never mentioned?" Ok, not subtle, just laying it on the table, so there.

He looks at me like I have grown another eye. "What do you mean abilities?"

"I dunno, like can you see dead people, or read minds, or levitate or you know – something like that?" I avoid all eye contact, just busy myself flipping things.

He heaves a big sigh. "Ok, that's it, you have GOT to stop reading those stupid books and watching silly horror movies. You know it's fake right? I mean that's why you didn't sleep last night – did you get freaked out by 'Death Eaters 2?' I told you not to watch it alone. You are a sucker for punishment Stella." He goes back to reading the funnies. 

"Sorry Dad, I'm not looney tunes, you're right I was reading a scary book and I think it freaked me out a bit." Plan B – abort Plan A – Dad is no demon.

Work was a welcome distraction today to be honest. Selling t-shirts, the most mundane task, was so human and simple. The perfect way to work through my issues. Even the annoying richies didn't bug me, I suppose it was partly due to the fact that somehow I knew I was now different, not crazy, and could possibly make their boobs disintegrate if it boiled down to it. 

The more I thought about it, the more comfortable I felt. It was as if all things just clicked into place for me. I suppose it would be like when you struggle with a big decision, what college to go to, what career to choose, what outfit to wear to prom, you know – HUGE dilemmas. Once you finally make the actual decision, you can breathe some relief and get on with it. Dumb analogy I know, but it was the best I could come up with. 

Now that I know what I am, everything human seems to blur into the background out of focus. My changing looks, the strange vibrations around Ash, being able to sense his emotions, that intensely strong connection to him, my feeling of never really belonging until now, oh and the other day I cut myself while slicing some cheese and when I finally got upstairs to get a band aid it was pretty much healed. Weird crap like that finally made sense. I had so many questions burning through my brain, so by the end of the day I was raring to get home and call him. As I stealthily dodged Rob and grabbed my purse from the back, I began digging for my keys darting through the door.

"Earth to Stella," a voice asks from behind my left shoulder.

I spun around so quickly, my keys flailing through the air. Before they could hit the ground, Ash had them in his hands spinning the circle clasp around his index finger. He was trying to look cavalier and laid back. The dark circles under his eyes told a different story. The moment we had eye contact, everything else turned grey, seeing him and only him. The pull towards his body enveloped my senses as I stood there mesmerized. Suddenly I saw him differently. Saw US differently. We really weren't like everyone else, but only now could I understand why and see us for our true selves. That totally sounds hokey and no I'm not saying that suddenly he turned pink, but now that I was seeing with my eyes fully open, I could really see what we were. Different.

Everything just made sense with him, and I wanted to run over and embrace the life that finally made sense to me. I tipped my lips up into the beginnings of a smile, the smile he was waiting for. I know I barely knew him, but it felt like I knew him all my life. He stared back for a second with an intensity in his eyes that made my knees shake before flashing the biggest grin. We literally just stood there looking goofy and staring and smiling at each other. When I look back, this was the moment I would never forget. This was the moment that changed everything for me. I could feel the tension slip from his shoulders as he slowly leaned up from his car and walked over to me. We never broke eye contact and I could feel the nerve endings all over my body perk up in attention as he grew near.

"Your keys Miss," he murmured softly. He tossed them in my direction and I caught them without even looking.

"Thanks," I said back in barely a whisper. I don't know how long we stood there but it was long enough for some young punks to yell over as they walked by for us to 'get a room'.

It broke the spell we were under and we both started to laugh. 

"Would you consider running away with me and leaving all these annoying humans behind," he said with a half joke, half serious twitch on his lips.

"Thanks for the offer. I think I'll stay though, I'm sorta partial to some of them," I said, playing with the keys.

"How was your day?" He slips his hands into his pockets in a gesture that seems eons younger then his actual age which was what 120 years? 

"Oh you know, living the high fashion life does take it's toll on you," I said with a grin. "It was a little distracting worrying about whether I was going to vaporize Rob with my laser eyes, but I made it through. I have a few questions though. Well more then a few." 

"Yes, I suppose you would. Can we go somewhere private and talk?"

"We could go to my place, Dad is heading to his friends house tonight to watch the game. You're right, it would probably be better to chat alone in case someone overhears and calls the insane asylum." He laughs at this but looks away.

"Come over around 7, he should be gone by then."

"Sure thing." He nods and turns around to head towards the drivers side, but hesitates before getting into the car. "Oh and Stella. You can only vaporize if you're a bad ass demon, and you are certainly not THAT cool," he says with a huge grin.

"Har Har. Watch your mouth Grey, I'll likely be able to out demon you in no time."

I turn towards my car that's parked down the street, smiling to myself the whole way home. 







































Chapter 19

20...Wait. More like 200 questions.




Ash was pretty much on the dot, on time. Very un-demon like. I'll have to mention it to him. He came into the kitchen and sat up at the breakfast bar as if he'd been here a 100 times. I still can't believe he's actually here, in my house, for me. He looks annoyingly great, as always. I wonder if someday I will always look that good, that effortlessly. Nah prob not. He's sporting relaxed jeans, a wrinkled checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up and some converses. I think to myself how funny it is that demons wear converses. Then again the thought shocks me once more that it isn't 'those demons'. I'M a demon.

"Can I get you something to drink? A soda? Beer? I guess seeing as you are old enough to be my great great grandfather I can offer you alcohol," I smile holding the fridge door open. 

"Ouch, way to play on my old man insecurities. Soda is just fine, thanks." 

As I pull out the cans and slide one over to Ash, I just can't think of where to begin. There is just so much I want to know and yet, how much of it will scare the crap out of me? 

"So if we live to be super old, like you," I say with a wink. "why am I aging the same as other kids in school?"

"Ok, first off, enough with the age jokes, you're starting to give me a complex, but it's a good question to start with." He shifts a little in his seat, folding his arms on top of the island, settling in for the long haul. I feel like I should get a pad and paper and take some notes, but figure that would be very un-demon like.

"We actually all age normally until we hit 'the change' which is just around 18, when we're finished going through puberty. Then our aging slows to around the ratio of twenty human years to one demon year. So yes it's true that I am 121 years old but I look around 23 human years, hence my youthful and awesomely rugged good looks," he says with a grin. 

"So that's why I went through an upgrade in the beauty department lately, I was going through 'the change'?"

"Yes. I could tell by looking at you evolve that you were coming into your true self. It's quite interesting how everyone else in school noticed before you did. You caused a major stir in the locker rooms, let me tell you," he says with a huff before tipping the can of soda up to his lips.

"I thought I was going crazy, that there were some weird minerals in the water all of a sudden. I mean how would I ever come to the conclusion that I was turning into a super being?"

"I was really surprised that you had no idea at all. Normally we are told from birth as our parents start to prepare us early in our development. You really had no idea though?" 

"Do I look like I had an idea? I guess my Mom must have been a demon right, if my Dad isn't?" 

"That's what I've been wondering about. I can't say exactly what your mother was, but what I can tell you is how we procreate. You see, it's actually really difficult for a female demon to conceive with a human. Even if they do get pregnant, typically they just have a human baby, and put them up for adoption or leave them with the other human parent. We're not as emotionally attached to our children as humans are. I mean there are exceptions to every rule, but if you give birth to a human it's just easier to give them up and move on with your life. It's a little hard to explain why mommy looks 17 at her kid's high school graduation." Ash lifts up his elbows and turns his stool to face me, leaning back on his right arm.

"Ya, I guess that could get a little tricky to explain to the PTA." I sip my coke and think back to my mom and what Ash said before about seeing things in black and white. How her choices couldn't have been easy.

"What I truly don't quite get though was why your Mom didn't take you with her? I mean, we can tell right from the start whether the baby is human or not, but what possessed her to take off without a word and leaving you behind? She had to have known." Ash looks at me with a mixture of confusion and, I suspect, pity. I mean, knowing my mom left is one thing. Knowing she left me the way I am, on my own, with a human parent means she cared even less then I thought.

"Hmmm, just another pathetic tidbit of my mother issues to ponder. Great," I say exhaling a big breath.

"No actually what I meant was that perhaps something happened to her? Maybe she had to leave for a specific reason - one that has nothing to do with you and nothing to do with not wanting you. I mean, we do have a different relationship with our parents then humans. They teach us about ourselves, help us to assimilate into society just enough so that we keep the existence of ourselves a secret, but we also have a law about adding any new demon births to 'The Register', and believe me Stella, I checked, you are definitely not listed."

"'The Register?'" I say clearly confused.

"Sorry, it's sort of like our version of a demon pentagon. They keep a census of all earth bound supernaturals, monitor threats, and get rid of demons who break our laws. Like going on killing sprees, causing mass human hysteria, you know, mayhem sorts of stuff. So when a bouncing baby bloodsucker arrives, you have to register it. It's a pretty big no-no when you don't," Ash casually explained as if he was talking about baseball stats.

"How did you find out that I'm not listed? I have to say that I'm glad you know this, but it's a little creepy that you were stalking me so thoroughly," I say with a half hearted laugh.

"I have a friend who works there, they did a little search for me. No stalker tendencies on my record to date, but never say never." He smiles over at me as he places his hand on mine and leads me over to the couches. Ash sits down all relaxed but I am as tense as a clothes line. Leaning over my knees, with my head in my hands, my brain is spinning. I feel pathetic but I have to ask. Before I realize it's leaving my mouth I say it. "Do they know where my mother is?"

Ash leans up and nudges my shoulder with his. "I don't know. She may have changed her name, covered her tracks. She may have given your Dad an alias. Wherever she is, I couldn't find a word about her and I doubt she wants to be found." 

Silence falls down on us as I sit and process. Ash doesn't probe or bug me. I can feel the heat coming through his shirt as it warms my shoulder. It comforts me greatly, soothing my nerves.

"So what about your family? You said your mom died in childbirth - was she human as well?" I ask feeling his arm stiffen but still he answers. Better lay all our cards on the table. It's that kind of day. "Actually both my parents are demons but my mom wasn't strong enough to have me I guess. My father doesn't talk about it and I can only go on the brief answers to the questions I had once I was old enough to understand and wonder why she died. It isn't super easy to conceive even in a demon/demon relationship, but for some reason she did and I guess her body wasn't prepared for the stress," he admits.

"But you still see your Dad right?"

"Rarely, but yes. I see your relationship with your Dad and compare it with what my father was to me. It was nothing at all like what you have. You should be very grateful to have that." He leans back into the couch with a thump. I think that's where he wants that line of questioning to stop. Respectfully I switch gears. Thumping back next to him I ask, "So, ok, my next query has to be what cool things can I do?"

"Well that's where it gets really fuzzy. I really can't tell," he says with a sigh and runs his fingers through his hair, leaving his arm up and over the back of the couch. "I mean, normally after a few minutes or seconds really, you can tell what kind of demon you see, It's written all over their face. Not literally of corse," he says with a smirk. "But it's like a bell goes off in your head with the answer. You just know, you can feel it. With you, all I get is a lot of question marks. It's like I can feel your power but there is something blocking the transmission. My only explanation is that perhaps you haven't quite completed the change yet. It's pretty weird though. You have a strange pull that at first I thought was because I liked you," he says nudging my elbow with his, " but then I saw the way Beth looked at you at the diner, and even Ed. They were enchanted by your presence - literally."

"Beth freaked me out. Gave me the willies," I say shuddering a bit.

Ash laughed at this. "Yes, I guess she would. I'm just used to her. She's a reader demon. She can jump into your mind, hang out for a bit, see what you have seen. It's unnerving at first until you learn to block her. She can be a little... invasive."

"So Beth and Ed. Any more demon pals you want to intro me to?"

"I think I'd like to keep you to myself for a little while longer," he said with a wink.

Feeling myself flush crimson I go back to my abilities, or lack there of. "So then I'm a weirdo. The whacked out question mark demon. Great. I bet I'm going to be really awesome and cool." I say with a fake smile.

"I have no doubt you will Stella."







































Chapter 20

A Little Bit Bad




The next few weeks found us inseparable, cutsey to the point that sometimes even I hated myself, but I couldn't help it. I opened my eyes to this whole new world and I wanted to experience everything at full throttle. A feverish sensation enveloped me which caused erratic actions and popped my hormones in overdrive. Gabs was super annoyed, but to be honest, I didn't care. I was letting the inner demon take the steering wheel and it finally felt amazing to be me. To let go with abandon was something I NEVER did before. 

Gabs didn't waste time in telling me off. She wasn't used to this imposter. I couldn't really blame her. I have always been her little sidekick, the robin to her batman; she definitely wasn't used to me wearing tight anythings and it probably set her universe into free fall. I get that she loves me but I think she felt I was changing for a guy and hates the chicks who do that. I mean I guess I can see her point in retrospect but whatev's.

My academic life took a sad turn, but I had loads of time to figure out the cosine of x right? School just didn't hold the same authority it used to. I mean, if I'm going to be around for hundreds of years, why not ditch a few classes? There will be plenty of time to conjugate verbs and master molecular genetics. Well maybe not that last one. 

I gotta tell you how good it felt though; being bad. It was like the floodgates just opened for me and every fibre of my soul embraced this dark self that was exciting and careless. I desperately wanted to test myself. Do something dangerous and volatile like jump off a building, step in front of a bus, provoke the evil overlord at the 7-11. You know, be C-R-A-Z-Y, see what I could do. I didn't of corse, my annoying human side still won out, and Ash was able to put a little sense in me explaining we actually feel pain so that nixed the greyhound experiment. But I was nearing the point that I wasn't going to be able to hold out much longer.

Ash explained this as very normal, considering I have never 'released' myself before now. Growing up, he had such a different upbringing. Tackling his power, playing with it, watching it build into something really amazing.

I felt this dangerous vibe shooting through me and it was becoming really hard to control. Dad was starting to be less than pumped by my shift as well. New boyfriend, overly witty (aka bitchy) daughter = every parents' nightmare. I felt his frustration, but again, I just didn't care.

Things felt like they were falling into the right spot for once in my life and I was savouring it. There was, however, one strange thing that really frustrated the hell out of me. I mean Ash has been a demon for over a century right? And one would assume he has been 'around the block' a few times so to speak but for some reason with me he seemed to be holding back. Sure we had some great make out sessions in the last few weeks, but he always seemed to be on guard and never really fully lost any control with me, not like that first night anyways. As soon as things got steamy, he pulled back, saying we should take it slow, watch ourselves. I mean what kind of demon says that?! I didn't want to take it slow anymore, I was ready, and he was always on the outskirts, watching me, making sure I didn't go too far. Truth be told, I was starting to feel rejected. 

I knew he wanted me, I could tell in more ways then one, but something was bothering him that I just couldn't put my finger on. We were becoming close on a personal and mental level, attached at the hip, but never really going past second base on a physical level and I think I was gearing up for that home run.

When I got to school that Friday, yes I remember the exact day of the week it was, I had a killer idea, I would kidnap Gabs. We'd skip class, have some fun, and I would show her that I was still me and things could be great again, like old times. We'd do something wild and crazy like you see in all those teen movies that make this generation look so cool and uninhibited, but in actuality, doesn't ever happen. If they are any indication of what we are supposed to be like, I am in the wrong dimension sister. 

It seemed like the perfect way to end the week. I place the emphasis on SEEMED.




As I pulled into the school parking lot, I could see Gabs was already here, hovering by the front doors. Actually she was more like impatiently pacing the sidewalk, wearing it down to a fine powder, so I should have known that I was in for a special treat this morning. I should have stayed in the car and locked the doors. Scratch that, perhaps I should have stayed in bed today. When will I ever learn?

The day started well. The weather was spectacular, so I took a chance and wore a dark denim mini, silver flip flops and a white mens dress shirt with the cuffs rolled up. I left my hair down in loose waves as I ran out of time trying on too many skirts hoping that they didn't look like something Francine would wear. Hey, I may have a new confidence, but I don't do slutty.

As I approached Gabs I could feel her piercing stare and almost considered a quick leap into the side hedge towards a fast getaway. Hindsight is always 20/20.

"Hiya Gabs. You look really pretty today." Flattery always works.

"Don't sweet talk me lady. We need to talk." Yikes.

"'bout what?" Ignorance is always the key to successful confrontation avoidance.

"About this! This YOU that is not YOU at all!" She says as she waves her hands up and down my body clearly not missing the low cut shirt and high cut skirt. "When did you go all Lindsay Lohan on me? What happened to my friend who loves sweatpants and trucker caps!?"

"Dude I have no idea what you're talking about." Yup still playing dumb.

"You know EXACTLY what I am talking about; it isn't really about the clothes to be honest. Let's face it, you can pull it off and I guess it's about frigin' time you started to dress better, but I've taken lots of notes these past few weeks and I'm starting to really worry that you've been invaded by a body snatcher. I mean, skipping class, that D in Bio, and I even saw Kim at The Grind the other day in a hot mess because you had called in sick to work, leaving her short staffed, and believe me I knew you weren't sick. I had to go along with whatever she claimed left you on your death bed as I had no idea what fake excuse you came out with to bail on her like that. Stella this is so unlike you and it's starting to piss me off!"

"Jeez, would you lighten up Gabs? You're being a real pill today. Are you pms-ing?" I whisper that last part as I pull her off to the side of the doors. I could see the steam billowing from her ears. Yeesh maybe she was?	

"Lighten up? You're telling ME to lighten up? Stella, you have some nerve you know that?! I know exactly what's happened to you and it has Asher Grey written all over it. You claim to be all independent woman, hear me roar, but ever since he started sticking his tongue down your throat you've turned into a crazy with absolutely no mind of her own! He's given me the willies ever since day one and I know for a fact that there is something off about him, I just know it. It doesn't help that he's turned you into some sort of airhead whore!"

Ok, gloves are off. Whore? Whore!!! I am still a virgin for shits sake. More than I can say for Gabs. She just crossed the line. 

"Look Gabs, I don't consider someone who wears a skirt with flip flops a floozy, but look I suppose it takes one to know one right? Next time you might want to check your own 'sex' list before you start labelling others what some have been calling you for years." My hands were beginning to shake as I clutched them into fists around my messenger bag straps. A strong breeze began to whip around us fuelling my anger towards this girl I thought was my best friend. Sure I was changing a little, but I know she was jealous of me finding a guy, and gaining some attention for once and it was not fair. At all.

"I can FEEL your jealousy Gabs. It's eating you up. Seething itself around your perfect little body and it kills you that geeky little Stella finally trumped you. It isn't a good look on you Gabs. Believe me."

"Me jealous of you?! Oh boy are you a piece of work! I'm actually the only one looking out for you in case you haven't noticed. You're acting like a spoiled little brat and turning into a huge bitch! I don't even know who you are anymore. You walk around like you own the place, you're royally eff-ing up school, and now that you have a guy, you act like you're queen shit and better then the rest of us which, by the by, pisses me off Stella!"

"Oh so now I'M the one acting like a little bitch. Well you'd think it would have rubbed off on me a lot sooner seeing the company I've been keeping. I guess I learned it from the best and let me tell you that maybe if you'd have paid a little more attention these past years on someone other then yourself you would have realized that the world actually doesn't revolve around you and what you want. I know, STOP THE PRESS, GABBY CASTILLO FINDS OUT HER SHIT ACTUALLY DOES STINK!" 

We've started to gain an audience as I belt out that last retort and instantly I feel like an asshole, but there are some things you can't take back and yup that was one of them. Searching for a bit more privacy, I grab Gabby by the arm and pull her around the corner of the building but I can already sense the emotions and excitement around us in our male counterpart's anticipation of some sort of cat fight and they just follow us over.

She breaks my grasp in anger but before she starts round two I need to stop it before we jump to the brink of no return. She's rubbing her arm where I held it and looking at me like I'm in insect she's about to squish.

"Look Gabs, I didn't mean that, I'm just going through something right now and I guess I'm not handling it very well. I... "

She snaps up her hand in protest. "Whatever Stella, I'm done with this. You can do whatever the frig you want, but don't say I didn't warn you when McBroody drops you on your ass and you have isolated yourself into a bitch sinkhole. Let me tell you that it's a hard place to climb your way out of and I won't be there to lend a hand." And that was that. She pushed past me in a flurry and stalked back around the corner and into the main doors. Suddenly I'm overwhelmed by the frustrated male vibes crowding my senses.

"Suck it fellas. Show's over." I shout at the lingering audience as I try to shake off their dirty emotions. Sometimes this spidey sense sucks.

As the crowd disperses, I feel drained. Abandoned. Angry. Pissed off actually but really confused about what just happened. We have always had a little healthy banter going between us, but nothing compared to that. I plop down onto the grass which isn't that easy considering the length of my skirt, and lean back against the hard brick wall willing myself to calm down. I close my eyes and take some deep breaths. How can life get so great and so shitty all at once? Is that karma rearing its timely head at me? I wish I could pound the crap out of it.

I hear the bell come and go, but still I remain. I'm not sure of my days' plan but higher education isn't on the docket anymore. After a few minutes the light behind my eyelids goes from brilliant to dark. Squinting one eye open towards the sky. I see a dark figure looking down on me, blocking my nice sunny patch. I can't see his expression, due to the sun's position; he appears like a black shadow looming over me. I know it's HIM though as my skin has begun its familiar thrum of electricity when he's near.

"You look like crap," he said.

"Gee thanks. Isn't it your job to say something encouraging and not a statement that makes me feel even more crappy?" I say as he effortlessly plops down next to me.

"I'm a demon. We don't have human suck up filters. Sorry. Would it help if I said you were sexy crappy?"

I laugh a little. "Ya, no. Thanks anyways." I pull my book bag strap over my head and place it beside me so I could lean my head against Ash's shoulder. He leans into me and I'm instantly comforted. Or maybe other emotions are just taking over the annoying human instincts to care.

"Well I only caught the tail end of Gabs storming off but I could tell from her angst ridden look that you didn't get off too easily. Although from what I did hear, you threw a few nice punches."

"Huh. This is not how I planned for today to roll." I sit up, closing my eyes into my palms as I rub the dull ache that has formed at my temples.

"And how exactly were you planning on spending the day?"

I look over at him and his imploring eyes. He's drinking me in and I can tell my outfit choice did not go unnoticed. My skirts hiked up a little too far and he probably has a nice view down my shirt as it's bunched up from my hasty plunk to the ground. I suppose all might not be lost today.







































Chapter 21

Dad's Going to Lose his Sh*t




I'm starting to sweat as I sit in the waiting room anxiously peering at the clock as my impending appointment time is drawing near. All around me are images of previous 'tat' jobs meant to inspire and impress you. Even though it was my idea, I think deep down I'm a big chicken for pain.

Tattoo parlours have really come a long way though. Far from the olden days of drunken sailors stumbling in around midnight to plaster some chicks name in a heart on their biceps. With hopes to impress, and more often succeed, at getting into their pants.

It feels almost like a dentists' office. The room is small but very neat and above all, clean as a whistle; I guess there are health codes to adhere to these days. The brazen pictures that adorn the walls are the only indication that this is definitely not the place for a root canal. I walk over and scan the photos once more looking for that boost of confidence, I mean this is no biggie right? There are so many people who have tattoos; all ages, all sizes, and quite a few folks who look like they were the ones truly living those 'wild' times back in the day. I especially like the one of a guy with a long greyed moustache, bald head and what looks like a charcoal business suit and white shirt he's ripped open to reveal a giant superman 's'on his chest. That takes some balls man. 

As I plunk myself back down, clasp my hands between my knees, and nervously bob my legs up and down it dawns on me that I'm having a mid-teen crisis today. The flipping out on Gabs, running out to get some body art, wanting desperately to get Ash's clothes off; it all adds up to crazy town. Well maybe not the clothes off one. I mean, perhaps this is normal teenage angst stuff, but to me, it feels like I have about three thousand hormones ripping me apart. I chose to inflict pain, thinking it would at least be something to focus on; something to direct my attention to. Is this what cutting feels like? I do NOT get it, nor could I ever do it, but perhaps I understand it a bit more now.

I'm overwhelmed with these new emotions as I crave this bad ass life style of excess and no responsibility but in the same breath, there is still a little voice in my head cautioning me to stop, behave, smarten the eff up. It's confusing and starting to annoy me. 

I still don't know what possessed me to scream at Gabs like that this morning. I mean, she WAS being a bitch but perhaps there was a little bit of truth to what she said. I can't just walk up and tell her the real story either. Oh hey Gabs, guess what? I'm some sort of supernatural demon that can bite your hand off and kick really hard. Call me nutty, but I just don't think she'd understand. What scares me more than telling her is the fact that she could quite possibly write me off forever and isn't something I can deal with right now. Well, that is if she hasn't already. My head is starting to throb.

I shake these thoughts to relieve pressure and land back to the here and now of this austere waiting room. I gaze unseeing out the big picture window in the front of the room. I can still hear the high pitched buzz of the electric needle sticking it to the current client but no screaming so that's a good sign right? 

As I shuffle my feet and squirm in my seat to find a more comfortable position, the door chime rings and Ash steps in with a paper bag of treats and a coffee tray. As if I could eat right now?

"Hello my little vixen! Decide on the perfect tramp stamp yet?" He grins as he takes a big swig of his medium black and flops down beside me handing me the tray. I wave him away and continue to bounce my knees.

"Actually I'm thinking I'd go with a giant fire breathing dragon that covers my entire back and up to my neck. Go subtle you know?" I say with a forced grin. His presence calms me down a notch though and I almost forget about the impending pain. Almost.

"Touché Stells," he says as he pulls out a double chocolate donut from the greasy bag and finishes it in two bites. "You know if you're looking to impress me, you 'could' just skip over to another bad ass dimension and spar with an Orcas demon, that would be pretty cool," he mumbles licking his fingers.  

"I think I'll start small, then perhaps work up to summoning the devil or eating a beating heart by next week, that's more my style anyways, thanks." 

He grins, offering me what's left in the bag.

"Donut for courage?" he asks.

I wave off the food, taking a deep breath to steady my shaking hands.

"Who needs courage? this is child's play," I say completely unbelievably. And just as I say it, Jake the 'tat guy' comes walking through the door to usher me into his lair of body art.

"Yup child's play for someone as tough as me." I mutter, more for me then for Ash's benefit. As I get up and follow Jake through the back door, my knees are shaking out all the courage that got me here.

"Knock 'em dead devil woman." He shouts after me as I hear him laughing from the waiting room. I asked him to wait outside, preferring to do this alone in case I do cry like a little bitch. No ones needs to see that spectacle.




"It's pretty awesome right? I mean, I won't hate it for at least 10 years or so, you think?"

"Well it'll probably be gone in 3 as our bodies constantly heal and will eventually be erased completely," he says while studying my new friend.

"What?! Why the hell didn't you tell me that before! You're telling me that I went through an hour or pain only to have it disappear?!" I look at him incredulously.

"I kinda wanted to see if you'd do it. Seemed like a good way to spend a morning." He grins but keeps his eyes trained on my hip. "It sure beat the physics quiz I was supposed to take."

Flustered with this whole healing crap, I turn back to look at Frank in the full length mirror in Jakes office. Instantly he calms me down and makes me smile. A grand trait in a sidekick I might add. I've named him Frank. My co-conspirator, bff, partner in crime. I started to call him that cause he looks like a Frank and I like the idea of a wee conniver that I can plot to.

"Looks very much like a Frank, or maybe a Lou?" Ash queries but still remains locked on my upper right hip. I'm not sure if he's staring at my new tattoo anymore or the fact that it sits quite low on my hip in order to avoid regret come bikini season. I guess I didn't really need to worry about that either; I could have gotten it on my forehead.

"Definitely a Frank. Frank is more of a mobster name, a cool bad ass who'd watch my back in a take down," I confirm.

As I continue to move around, admiring him at new angles, my excitement levels ramp up to vibrating. I can't stop smiling looking down at my wee swallow with his wings flapping open and soaring through the air - figuratively speaking of corse. He's only about 2 inches long, but I feel like he adds about 10 inches of coolness to me. Not the best choice of words but you get the picture.

I chose the swallow for no other reason then a random wikipedia reference I once read that said that sailors used to get swallow tattoos after saving a man's life. For some reason it stuck with me and I always thought it was an interesting reminder of something you are destined for that is far greater then what you set out to achieve. That and it was less painful then a big dragon across my back.

As Jake came back in with the sterile bandages I can't help but be proud that I went through with it. See Gabby, I can achieve goals. Pfftttt.







As I mentioned earlier, I probably should have stayed in bed today cause even though it started crappy and got better, I should have known that eventually my less then scholarly habits of skipping class would come back and bite me in the arse.

Dad was waiting in the front living room (which was odd to begin with) with no TV, no work, no beer even, just sitting there waiting for me to come home from 'school' or wherever the hell I was. Judging from the look on his face, he was well aware of my skipping habits of late. Still sore from Frank, I walked into the house slowly, and tried very hard to conceal my new friend; no need to blow my punishment to epic proportions.

"Hey Dad. What are you doing just sitting here?" Let's try playing dumb again.

"Did you have a good day at school Stella?" Dad was sitting on the couch, arms resting on the back of the sofa with one leg propped on top of his other knee. His eyes were trained on me, a piercing stare that bored into my soul. His anger was rolling off of him in waves but he sat there so still, so seemingly calm, so going to kick my ass.

Should I lie? Make up an alien abduction? Admit to doing charity work on the side? Or just lay my cards on the table. Even though I was a demon, Dad still instilled great fear in me so there was no way I was going to test him further. Cards on the table.

"Well, I actually wasn't in school today. I, um, went to the library to start studying for exams." Well almost all the cards. "I've been stressed lately and Bio is really kicking my butt so I just wanted to spend the day catching up."

"I see." Long awkward pause. "Stella, can you come and sit down for a minute, I need to talk to you about something."

As I ambled over to the couch and slowly descended onto the cushions, I knew it was over for me. Demon or not, I was screwed. Might as well shut my trap cause Dad could smell bullshit a mile away.

Leaning forward on his knees, clasping his hands, Dad takes some deep calming breaths before laying into me. "You know Stella, I realize I travel a lot, give you a pretty long leash, to put it mildly, and I've always trusted your decisions. I knew you'd come to me with any problems you had so no need to worry right? I can handle anything you throw at me, I'm sure of it. But you do know there is ONE thing I just can't stomach. ONE thing Stella. What is that ONE thing I can't tolerate?"

"Uh, seafood?"

"Liars!" Dad lashes back at me.

The silence post lash penetrates the room. Dad has never spoken to me like this before. The look on his face was raw anger and utter disappointment. Finally I now understand the almighty parental guilt trip. Then it got a little worse.

"I know you're a liar Stella. I know it. Do you want to know HOW I know it?"

"Um, super human intellect?" I squeak out.

"I know it because the girl sitting here in my living room is not the same girl that I raised. This girl here is acting like a little selfish brat, skipping eight, yes EIGHT classes in the past week and a half!" I can see the blood pressure start to fill his neck and face a not so lovely crimson colour. I think he's wrung his hands into sandpaper at this point.

"This girl sitting here before me got a D in Biology and doesn't seem to give a crap about her future anymore," he continued. "This girl here, is dressing a little too provocatively for a high school student and don't even get me started on shirking your work responsibilities. Yes, I know all about that too. Perhaps you had better brush up on your story telling skills Stella, as right now your house of cards has just crumbled into nothing."

In barely a whisper I manage to muster a 'sorry Dad' which really just fuelled his fire.

"Sorry? You're sorry?! Pardon the cliche, but sorry isn't going to cut it with me young lady." Wow he young ladied me.

"This all began with that trouble maker boyfriend you've been seeing and I've had it. Gabs has told me enough to know that he is the source behind your stupidity and believe me your good times with him has just come to an abrupt halt." Gasp, traitor Gabs! 

"Under my roof, there are no more dates, no more social happy hour, no more ANYTHING until you graduate. You're going to do whatever the crap you want once you leave this house, but while under my roof, you won't disrespect me or yourself on some stupid rich kid who probably doesn't give a Shit about all the hard work you've put into school, your job and your future. He doesn't give a damn about you, I know his type. He doesn't have to. Daddy will fund his screw ups and he'll leave you high and dry after he's had his 'fun' with you. You'll be left wondering what the hell you did with your life. You're throwing at all away Stella, and I won't have it."

Ok, I know this would be the time to put up and shut up, but my whole body started to feel like it was on fire again. My hands trembled and I could feel the pressure start to build in me. There was no way I was going to sit here and take all that pissing away my future garbage when that is exactly what my father has done with his. Calling the kettle black is a bit of an understatement here Dad.

I stood up from the couch, hands resting on my hips, and let him have it. Not my finest moment I'm sure, but I just couldn't stop myself. The rage took over and I took him out.

"Oh really Dad? You want ME to get MY shit together. End up just like you? Well let me tell you that I am nothing like you! You sit there all high and mighty and preachy about getting off my ass and living a better life, when you have done crap all with yours since my mother walked out on you 17 years ago!"

"You know, I think I'll be a little more selective with whom I start taking advice from. Someone with a little bit more respect for themselves instead of a man who's sat around and pined for some phantom woman to come back to him. I mean Age has been in front of you for like 5 years, practically panting after you, but you can't even see it! You're so blind and clueless you can't even begin to understand how to have a normal relationship anymore so who are you to preach to me about how my boyfriend feels about me! You've immersed yourself in your job to the point of becoming a social lepper who has nothing better to do but try and ruin MY life. You haven't felt anything in 17 years except resentment, anger and abandonment. It's just pathetic!" I ticked these all off on my fingers one by one and crossed my arms in front of me. "She's gone, G-O-N-E. She left, she didn't care about you or about me, so excuse me if I prefer to actually live my life instead of shutting myself off from the world like the bitter old man you've become." 

Dad just sat there. Sat there and said nothing. Sat there staring at the floor with absolutely nothing to say. I have never talked to him like that; it just boiled and bubbled out of me. The words floated around us like a toxic poisonous gas permeating through the air and infecting our bodies. My stomach felt sick and a huge migraine was starting to form behind my eyes. I couldn't take it back because what I said was actually true, in a really nasty way. I averted his eyes and plunked back down on the couch ripping my bandage and sending a nice jolt of pain through my stomach. I probably deserved it.

Dad sat there for what seemed like an hour which was probably only 2 minutes before speaking in a cold, detached voice, barely above a whisper. A voice I've never heard from him before. 

"My personal life is actually none of your business Stella, but yours is still mine while you're living here." And then he stood up and walked away from me. Pausing at the bottom of the stairs he added, "You're grounded until further notice." And that was that. He left the room, shut the door to his office, and I just dropped my head in my hands.







































Chapter 22

When life gives you lemons, have a pity party




So my best friend hates me, ratted me out to my Father. My Dad thinks I'm a tramp with no regard for him or for myself. My grades are in the toilet. My hip-ster friend will fade to nothing in a few years and tomorrow is my eighteenth birthday. Good times. I slunk up to my room in a cloud of shame and self loathing. Who am I really? How could I suddenly be so happy and yet making all the people I love miserable? I guess what they say is true - life sucks and then you die. Except I'm not going to. Not anytime soon anyways. Great. I flop down on the bed and call to Harve, I need some doggie hugs. Except he's avoiding me too. I curl up into a ball and will myself to sleep. I need today to be over with. I need to stop thinking a mile a minute and sleep.

When I woke up it was already dark out. The clock read 2 am and my stomach was definitely ready for some food. Peeling myself from my bed I padded to the bathroom to wash up and put my Pj's on. Sneaking a look at Frank I was at least pleased to see my demon healing strength kicked in and he was fully healed, ready to tackle the world with me.

"It's just you and me bub. Aren't you lucky?"

I flipped through my cell, hoping for a make up text from Gabs but there was notta. It left me feeling even more empty and alone. Thank god for Ash or I would have no friends left at all. I noticed he sent me a good night note around 10.

Hey there. Wanted to say good night and see how your nether regions are fairing? I meant Frank :) Healed up yet? Oh and I have a little something up my sleeve for your birthday tomorrow. Leave your evening free.

He's probably asleep but I text him back regardless. Might as well burst his bubble as soon as he wakes tomorrow. No big night out in the cards for me. I leave out the big scuffle with Dad and mention my grounding only from skipping class.

He sends a note back straight away telling me not to worry; he'll figure something out, just head to bed early tomorrow night. This sends my insides into a butterfly holding cell. Well at least someone who doesn't think I'm a slutty toad. Or maybe he does? Maybe Dad is right after all? Looking at my situation from a birds eye point of view, it doesn't actually look good. Pushing away your friends/family. Check. Screwing up school and getting a tattoo. Check. It does sound like a recipe for disaster but my situation is different. So utterly different. Yes, it's completely unique. Right? But isn't that what they all say on 'Intervention'? 

Looking at my pale reflection in my bathroom vanity, my heart just feels wrong. "What the crap are you doing Stella Grace?"

With a sigh, I push that thought away and head downstairs for a sandwich. Everything looks better after some PB & J.




The next morning Dad avoids me completely by making an early morning exit and scribbling a hasty note informing me he's gone in to work for the day but that if I value my life I won't venture past the front porch, and no visitors. Period. Point taken. I took the day off work in expectation that it would be filled with balloons, presents, cake, and well, actual people. I don't even get a call from Gabs.

Dad makes it home around 4 and I still haven't made it out of my wiener dog PJ's. I spent the entire day having a pity party for one, loafing on the couch, flicking through about a hundred channels and still watching absolutely nothing. Dad comes into the kitchen, followed by an aroma that makes my mouth water. He's laden with multiple, grease stained take out bags from 'Boho', my fav restaurant in town. It's a little hole in the wall European style bistro located pretty much right next to Grant's. Its' prime locale has inspired me to indulge a little too often on my Saturday lunch breaks. Their menu is very eclectic, ranging from Bison to Steak Tartare but my absolute must recommendation is their signature cabbage rolls.

I know what you're thinking. Perhaps pizza, fried chicken, even burgers. Nope. My devotion belongs to their cabbage rolls nestled in a bed of creamy mashed potatoes swimming in real butter. Comfort food at it's finest - exactly what I needed today. 

I even spy a small box of red velvet cupcakes fresh from 'Let them eat cake', an amazing bakery over on third street, run by the Young twins. These uber talented sisters began making gorgeous cupcakes for their friends parties about 3 years ago. They could create the most amazing works of art in cake form that I have ever seen; plus they were dee-lish to boot. When Grant's celebrated their 5th anniversary last fall they created wee cupcakes adorned in little designer jeans. Their shoppe opened just last summer but they've been swamped ever since.

I'm speechless that Dad would actually wait in line on a Saturday for these babies which has been known to take upwards of 20 minutes. Only the die hard cupcakers would dare attempt that, myself included. 

Seeing these gestures from him after the way I spoke last night, hits me like a ton of bricks; the guilt is killing me. That mixed with the loser birthday depression I've been having all day and I start to actually tear up in gratitude. We still haven't said two words to each other but I know I need to make things right. I tear myself off the couch and sheepishly meander into the kitchen tugging up my pants and trying to smooth my rat's nest.

"Dad, about last night, what I said, I'm just feeling like complete crap and I am so so very sorry. I..." He cuts me off with a hand wave to avoid the gush.

"Say no more Stells, I think we both got a little in over our heads. I didn't mean to come down so hard on you, but you really pissed me off. I guess I haven't been used to you having a - a boyfriend, and I have to say I don't like it one bit." He says 'boyfriend' like he just barfed in his mouth a little bit.

"You're still grounded though, I haven't changed my mind about that. You only have a few more weeks left of school; you can't just piss it all away. I won't allow it. Please just give me a few more weeks and maybe I'll try to be a little more reasonable when it comes to letting you see him."

I give him a big smile agreeing to a truce which I gratefully accept. This is about as good as it's going to get and after the crappy way I handled it, I'm ready for some human interaction and zero name calling. "Sure thing Dad, I'll try harder. Promise. Leave it to you to bring out the big guns though, geez mashed potatoes and cake? I didn't stand a chance," I say clearing the dining table of our usual mess - homework, sticky notes and magazines.

"I never said I play fair," he grins as he sets a plethora of take out containers in a make shift buffet line on the island. Maybe not the worst birthday in the world after all.

At the end of our large feast, Dad disappears into his office and returns with a thick rectangle shaped gift, wrapped in bunny rabbit paper. I open it to reveal an amazing Graphic Design book which shocks the hell out of me as Dad's gift giving skills normally involve cash or whatever the pushy sales girl can pitch him in the teen department which is typically too small or plastered in disney idols marketed for girls about 10 years younger then me. He doesn't do well under pressure.

As we're clearing the dishes and brewing some coffees the door bell rings. Dad hightails it to the door and in walks Age with a beautiful bushel of white peonies, my favourite. He looks sheepish and uncomfortable considering my evil rantings about Age's crush on him last night, but perhaps he needed a little push. I mean it is so obvious to everyone, how could he not see it?

Thankfully she's oblivious to his awkwardness and pounces over to me, grabbing me up into a giant bear hug and launching right into our regular routine of silly hollywood headlines. She's a sucker for teen dramas and loves to watch TMZ. Today she begins a debate on who Elena should choose on The Vampire Diaries. I say Damon all the way, but she is a stickler for the good guys.	

She has such a knack for relating to teenage girlie crap, you'd never know that Age was also a super smart Pre-Vet studies professor at the university with Dad. They met when Harve was a puppy and suffered from a disgusting bout of Giardia in which he had explosive diarrhea all over Dad's imported persian rug. I noticed her crushing on him immediately; becoming a little too attentive to Harve's poop habits. I've always thought she was awesome, a cool older sister, even though she is closer to Dads age. She exudes this zest for life that I could never understand. I tend to lean towards the nerdy homebody type, while she would learn mandarin and jump out of a plane for kicks. She has that healthy vibe about her too; long blond hair that's usually in a ponytail, and never wears a lot of makeup, but doesn't really need to either. She's always active and has a kickin' bod that screams surfer girl. Next to her we are about as opposite as they come, but somehow it works and she completes our bizarre trio. Sarcastic me, scholastic Dad and exuberant Age.

By the time Harve was well past his crap issues, she was an honorary member of the Grace family and has been ever since. I could always see the way she watched Dad when she thought no one was paying attention though. Her eyes told the whole truth and I could never understand why he couldn't see it. Or maybe he just didn't want to see it. He really was blind to noticing her as a beautiful woman with whom he could have a relationship with. I'm the last person to want to get involved in that mess so I left it up to them to figure it out; sometimes I think adults are dumber then kids. After awhile I think she sorta gave up on the idea but I know deep down inside she was secretly hanging on to the hope that he would eventually see her as something more. Guys are just plain dumb.




We devoured the cupcakes and lattes heaped with whipped cream chatting about school and who was cheating on who while Dad checked his iPhone and zoned out for the girlie drivel. 

The evening couldn't have turned around more in my favour really. With Age here to occupy Dad, it was an easy out for me to escape upstairs faking an early bedtime; Dad would be none the wiser. I had no idea what Ash was planning but I'm pretty sure I should put on something sexier then jams with dogs on them.

Around eight, after way too many wardrobe changes, I opened my window and peered into the darkness surrounding me. I chose the window closest to a tree but it still looked miles away and I had no idea how I was going to sneak out. Dad certainly thought his landscape plans through in anticipation of a teenage daughter. It was a cool spring night but that didn't quell the nervous heat waves that began fluttering all around my body. I saw no sign of life, no sign of my escape plan, no sign of anything at all but a few stars and some far off headlights on the highway; the air was calm and utterly silent. I bumped my  head on the window pane when my phone suddenly chirped to life with a new text. Please don't tell me he bailed; what a waste of a sexy black bra.

So are you coming or what?

Could you be any more cyptic Grey? I peered out the window again, checking the landscape for life, and this time I saw it, a small flicker of a lantern in the distance. I wrote back.

What am I supposed to do, fly over to meet you? Excuse me for being the bearer of bad news, but I didn't inherit the aviation super power and it's not as if I can walk out the front door. Grounded remember?

He chirped back. Look a little closer. 

I stuck my head further out the window peering to the right to see a lovely ladder resting right next to me. It was hidden off to the side cloaked in darkness and perfect for me to shimmy down unnoticed. Well mostly. That little bush at the base of the ladder won't look the same again. I tripped on dismount with classic Stella 'grace'. 

With my feet finally planted on the ground I brushed the stray leaves from my jeans and tall black boots. I straightened my fitted checkered shirt and looked for any tears in my cropped leather jacket. I couldn't see any damage thankfully, only to my pride.

I turned and stumbled blind into the night slowly making my way towards the little light beacon in the back lot and wondering when my super stealth traits would kick in. I'm thinking never at this rate. Trying to stay upright was a lot harder then you'd think. It's like as soon as the sun goes down, the world shifts like 'Inception' and the most familiar and manicured backyard becomes a war zone of potholes. Now I understand the fumbles and falls the chicks make in the horror movies when they are flailing through the dark and never able to stay vertical.

I glance towards the back of the house as light from the kitchen spills into the yard with a soft glow. Age and Dad are laughing and watching TV on the couch together. They look younger somehow tonight. Dad seems so happy, so easy going. Maybe he's just a crab apple around me. It's hard to imagine your parent as a teenager, feeling insecure and just having fun with no responsibilities. Man I hope Dad gets his shit together about her. They'd really be a great team. 

I speed up as fast as I can safely manage to get to Ash. I feel completely giddy about tonight, which probably doesn't aid my co-ordination. Who knew sneaking out of the house would be so exhilarating? Why have I been good for so long? As I round the thicket of trees at the edge of the gorge property line I see him. A black outline against the blue black night sky. He's got the vantage point of seeing me in full with his lantern held out in front while I can only guess at his expressions from my darkened angle. 

"Good call with the ladder Grey, very sneaky," I say.

"Well I do have a bit of experience sneaking beautiful girls out of their homes in the dark of night. A favourite pastime of mine."

I can't see his face yet but I can tell from here that his eyes are scanning me. It sends pulses of lighting through my whole body. My breathing becomes more uncontrolled as I walk towards him pushing the lantern down and to the side so I can finally see his face.

"So really I'm just another notch in the old Grey belt? Maybe you should leave that last part out next time you want to woo. It's kind of a mood killer."

Reaching for my hand, we continue towards the trees. "I can think of other ways to get you back in the mood. Not to worry Stella..." he trails off in a laugh. My heart starts racing like the Indy - time to change the subject. 

"Sooo, where's your car parked? Where are we going?"

"You'll see." Is all he says as he pulls me into the woods, stumbling along after him. He never falters, never breaks a branch, nothing. Jerk.

We are heading along my running trail when I'm struck by the thought of how alone we are out here. I mean, assuming Dad won't check on me closely to see the piles of pillows I placed under my covers, no one knows where I am or what I'm doing, or even when I should be home. It sends a thrill through me that ignites that now familiar thrum of electricity I have running through my veins when I've stepped out of the good girl box that I've lived in my whole life. 

We are silent on our trek but don't have far to go before we reach a cleared area surrounded by a dozen lanterns, giving the place an ethereal glow. It takes my breath away as I halt in my tracks.

"A little midnight picnic to celebrate your 'coming of age' so to speak. I know, I know, a romantic demon at heart. Sometimes I scare myself." 







































Chapter 23

Picnics Blow




The setting was perfect. A big cosy red-checkered blanket surrounded by beautiful lanterns perched on giant boulders and hung in trees that seem to be expertly placed in order to achieve the right ambience. I think perhaps mother nature didn't play a role in this formation. Theres a large woven basket in one corner and big fluffy cream velvet pillows in the other three. The idea of what we might use them for makes my mouth dry up like the sahara.

"I didn't know what you'd be hungry for so I brought a little bit of everything." He leads me over to the blanket and we settle in across from one another cross legged, the candlelit glow lending a soft dancing light across our cheeks. For a demon with confidence up the wazoo, he looks around nervously which sends shivers down my spine.

"Um, I did eat a big dinner, but I could go for something to drink?" I say.

"Sure." He turns to rummage through the basket. "I've got some sodas, waters and also managed to wrangle a bottle of 'Fury', that drink we sampled at 'The Devils' Pit'. I think by now you've figured out that it isn't something that humans are privvy to?" His lips curve into a smirk.

"What exactly is in that drink anyways?"

"Oh it's harmless really; a mild infusion that's been enchanted by a simple warlock spell. You don't get a boozy buzz on it the same way regular human alcohol works. Instead it seems to enhance our powers and make us more in tune with our surroundings. Like your senses are heightened in a really wicked way. I thought it might be interesting to try again tonight knowing what you know now about who you are. You can understand why it isn't FDA approved." He chuckles as he digs deep into the basket which by the sounds of the massive clinking, he really brought a little bit of everything.

"I'm game. Maybe that's what brought forth my super strength in the bar? Maybe I'm some sort of amazing warrior chick or something?" My mouth curves up into a grin.

"Warrior chick? That's the type of power you're hoping for? Let me tell you that there are way cooler powers to wish for." He pulls out a big clear bottle full of the honey coloured liquid and pours two mugs full for us. I reach for my cup and slug back a big gulp. An incredible sensation as it pours down my throat filling my body with a warm heat.

"Well, it'd be nice to just figure it out someday. Move forward and play with it, see what I can do, you know? It's more then frustrating to find out what I am but not really what I AM. Sometimes I think that I'm going to wake up and it'll all have been a dream."

"Would that be so bad? I mean, you had a good life before I walked in and created a demon portal for you. Are you sure you're ready for this particular door to open?" He takes a sip but looks down into his cup as if it's the most fascinating cup in the history of coffee mugs.	

I take another drink and think this through for a minute. I need to articulate to him how I feel without going all gushy chick on him. I set my mug aside on the boulder behind me, grab his cup and place it beside mine. Taking his hands, enjoying the tingle that's spreading through my fingers from his touch, I explain. 

"I'm not sure you fully understand where I'm coming from yet Ash. I mean we've spent a lot of time together but in order to get what I feel right now you should know where I've come from. Sure I've had a good life, my Dad is great, grades were good, I had Gabs and led a pretty typical high school life. Except... Except it really wasn't MY life. I could never put my finger on it but I always felt like I was going through the motions and never understanding why I wasn't like everyone else. Why I went to all the same parties and had all the same friends but felt like a complete outsider. An impostor." I took a deep breath before continuing.

"When you came to school I thought I was such loser for thinking you would want anything to do with boring old me. I didn't even know the first thing about flirting with a boy because I've never felt the urge of wanting someone the way I wanted you. When I looked at you it stirred something deep inside of me that no longer felt mundane and well, human. It felt surreal and exciting and for the first time ever, I felt alive. Then you took off and I thought myself a fool for getting attached like that so quickly." I let out a breath and dropped my eyes to our hands which I disentangled to pull my knees into my chest.

"Stella, I...."

"Wait no, I'm not done yet," I say holding up my hand.

"When you came back and we went on our second date to that bar, you told me the most unreal story of who you were and then of who I actually was. It was then and only then that everything just clicked for me. Everything came into perfect clarity like all of a sudden I had 20/20 vision after being half blind my whole life. So when you say that you caused me trouble and wonder if you should have just walked away and let me figure it out, I have to tell you how grateful I am for what you did. You've given answers as to who my mother might have been and why I've been walking through life like I wasn't apart of it. I was coasting through someone else's existance, not my own. So what you've given me is actually an amazing gift that I will be forever in debt to you for."

I pulled my eyes back up to meet his, feeling very raw in my honesty but glad I just got it all out on the table.

"So you're indebted to me eh? How much so?" 

We both started to giggle.

"Perhaps I could have used a less desperate word to describe it."

"Oh I don't know, I like it actually. I like holding one over you," he said with a catch in his voice. Meeting his eyes, our giggling tapered off and it felt like the world just stopped spinning for that few seconds. We were completely alone out here, knowing full well what the other was thinking. Before my anxiety took over, he pulled me in for a kiss.

One moment I'm in front of him, leaning into his chest, the next, I'm sitting on top of his lap, on my knees, straddling him in an embrace that makes me burn from my head to toes. His hands are pulling at me with an intense need to touch my skin. Roaming every inch of my back and neck pulling my hair out of its bun and letting the loose waves float around us. Tugging on the back of my hair he pulls me even closer, as if were even possible.

My hands have ravenously weaved their way around his neck and through his messy hair, searching and exploring all the inches of him I've wanted to touch for weeks now. All self control seems to be blown right out the window which is just fine by me - it's about time really. He runs his mouth down my neck and into my neckline as waves of pleasure consume my body. Pulling his lips back to mine, my hands begin to snake their way down his chest unbuttoning his shirt, feeling my way down to his tight muscles. I feel overwhelmed with the need to remove all that extra fabric that's separating the skin to skin contact that we are both craving. A strange sense of deja vu comes over me, but I push it aside and live completely in the moment. He leans backward as I peel back his shirt and trembles at my touch on his flat stomach. I take in every inch of his amazing skin, making it impossible for him to slow down. I can see in his eyes that he's way past first base and unwilling to stop tonight.

He tears down my jacket, tossing it to the side never losing my eye contact. It only takes him like 3 seconds to unbutton my shirt peeling it back over my shoulders and on to the blanket. I should feel exposed, being the first time I've been semi naked with a guy, but instead it empowers me even more. His hands are trembling over my skin as he runs his fingers up my back pulling me even closer as we come back to full on kissing and losing ourselves in one another.	

In a swift, smooth movement he flips me onto my back and hovers above me never stopping the kiss. I lift my hips to him and encircle my legs around his waist as he groans in anticipation. His right hand is finding it's way to my waist band and playing with the denim as he dips his hands just below the surface. I can no longer form a coherent thought, I just want to give myself to him and feel like this forever. I pull him down on top of me with more force then I anticipated as our bodies meld into one. I am on fire, I feel like I'm in the centre of a tornado, like the earth is moving, as my hair is lifting in a wind storm. It is the most incredible I have ever felt.

Abruptly Ash jumps off of me to the side and leans back on his knees looking around him frantically as if sensing some danger.

"What's wrong? Is someone there?" I sit up and grab for my shirt in anticipation of an embarrassing intrusion. Ash jumps up and looks around in the dark as if trying to sense the threat and darts in front of me to protect me from it.

"Did you hear something?" My voice wavers as dread envelops me with the thought that maybe my Dad might be here looking for me. Ash moves forward and then turns back to look at me with the strangest look in his eyes. It was almost like it was fear. I move forward to reach for him as he quickly moves back away from me. What the what?

"It's you," he whispers.

The sound of his voice in the quiet woods, mixed with the adrenaline of possible exposure, makes his voice sound foreign to my ears. Confusion is starting to show on his face with a mix of definite apprehension. What the crap is going on?

"I don't understand Ash, what is wrong? Why do you look afraid of me?" I half laugh at the ridiculousness of my last statement, but he doesn't laugh with me at all. He actually backs further away.

"This isn't funny Ash, you're giving me definite mixed messages you know!" My insecurities start prickling back as he doesn't defend his actions, or try to say anything at all. He's staring at me with a blank stare as if internally trying to figure something out. I jump up, re-buttoning my shirt, but with shaking hands, it's near impossible to complete the task. My anger is bubbling into a hot pit of lava, ready to explode. He has GOT to be kidding me. 

"I can't believe I didn't piece it together until now. How could I have been so stupid? All this time, the signs were clearly pointing to it and I just sat back and didn't get it at all..." He's begun pacing in front me, deep in his crazy tirade, running his hands through his hair in confusion.

"Ok now you're scaring me," I trail off as he returns my look with an expression that I will never forget. The face of someone you care about disgusted and terrified of you. This horrific look isn't something you ever want to see, let alone after an intense make out session that is going horribly wrong.	

"Please tell me what is going on?" I squeak out, wrapping my shirt closed and folding my arms around my waist to ward off the intense chill that's settled between us.

"I have got to get the Hell out of here." Ash flies over to grab his shirt and swiftly buttons it up so fast I can barely make out the motions. He flicks his fingers to blow out the candles in one fell swoop, leaving two ignited, one for me and one for him.

"Look Stella, I had no idea, I'm sorry but this isn't going to work. You need to forget about this power you have and just go back to what you... were."

My impatience is growing as my pissed off mood intensifies, crushing with embarrassment. A fury that I've never felt before begins to build in my chest as I lash out at him. 

"I don't know what sick game you are playing Asher Grey but let me tell you that it sucks and if you think for one second you..." Suddenly the ground is shaking beneath me as I look around me to see the rumbling of an...an...earthquake? Looking back up to Ash, I continue my tirade.

"Give me a Fucking break! If you think using your stupid powers is going to scare me into stopping a rant, you have got another thing coming! I..."

"It wasn't me Stella." He cuts me off.

This stops me in my tracks. What did he say?

"What are you talking about? Is someone else here? There couldn't possibly be an earthquake, you know who my father is and what he does, and you damn well know I'm at least not dumb enough to believe something like that could happen here. Do you actually think I'm just some stupid bimbo who knows nothing!" I lift my arms up in exasperation letting my shirt fall open. I grab it and tag it closed again, almost ripping the seams.

"I mean, it wasn't me Stella who did that. It was you," he said in barely a whisper.

"Me? How? How is that possible?!" My anxiety was rising to epic levels as the air around us seemed to crackle with electricity and a swift breeze rushed in and around us.

The nervousness in Ash is visible even in the darkened forest as he looks at me with revulsion.

"Please calm yourself down Stella. Look I think it's better if you don't know, but seeing how pig-headed you are, I guess you'll find out at some point." He takes a big breath. "I know what you are Stella, I know your power now. It makes perfect sense but you have got to just forget about it and live like a human and forget I ever told you this."

"Told me what? Am I like you? That doesn't sound that bad.. ." I trail off as my voice no longer feels my own. I feel like my world is tumbling down around me and cutting off my air supply. Sometimes when I look back on this moment I wished he really would have never told me.

"You're an ability absorber. You can take on a demons' ability with just a touch. You can harness any power you want from any demon in any dimension. This is scary shit Stella." Ash begins pacing again, still looking through the dark forest as if something evil is lurking around the pines. "Your power is a curse and extremely dangerous. You need to stay off the radar and forget about it completely." He stops to look at me as I process this information.

"Why are you freaking out on this Ash, how could it be that bad?"

"Look I don't know exactly how it works, when or even why, but I think when we were in that bar with the Lycanthropes you took on the werewolf powers and right now when we were... um, anyways you definitely took on mine. I didn't cause the ground to do that Stella. All I know is that it's a very unique and highly volatile power to have; one that you DO NOT want getting around the demon water cooler. That must be what happened in your kitchen that night..." he trailed off in thought for a few seconds before shaking it off and continuing to yell at me. "You just can't handle this. To control it you would have had to been trained from birth. At this point you are better off just leaving it alone." Pulling on his jacket, getting ready to leave, I feel like I am falling into darkness. 

"Why won't you help me? Why are you running away from me?" I know I sounded pathetic but I couldn't help myself.

"I can't. I just can't help you with this, I don't know the first thing about this. I just know it is bad, very bad. Something that could start to control you and you just can't use it or people will find out and you'll hurt them and then you'll hurt yourself." For a moment his look turned to pity, and then he went cold. Cold and dark as a statue. He was gone before he even left.

The warning in his eyes terrified me. He shoved one of the lanterns into my hands being careful not to touch me and took the other for himself. He's actually going to leave me out here, leave me altogether. I couldn't breathe, couldn't speak; everything starts to spin as I stumble forward reaching for his arms. He jerked back as if I had been infected with Ebola, I was a freak, I am a total freak, just like I've always known.

"I have to go. Now. You ok to find your way out?" He hastily blurts out, meeting my eyes for just a second before be bolts. I think I am going to throw up. I lean back on a big boulder feeling my legs about to give way. When look up, he's gone. Maybe this really is a nightmare, one I just can't wake up from.







































Chapter 24

The Dark Side




I'm standing on a ridge deep in the gorge with the wind swirling around me, wind whipping my hair against my face and dirt flying at incredible speeds. What amazes me is that nothing penetrates my eyes like in a real storm, it's like I have a thin protective shield covering my skin so that I don't get filthy or my hair doesn't get completely full of burrs and twigs. It still feels unreal to me that I can do this.

Every afternoon since I was dumped, abandoned, given the old heave ho, thrown to the curb, left like a piece of garbage (you get the picture), I've come out here to experiment. I can't think about Ash at all anymore and when I accidentally do, the crushing weight on my chest sends me reeling back to that moment. The moment he ditched me. Left me alone. Left me to deal with the gi-normous 'power' bomb and said - opps see you later... I guess I can't really handle this; translation: I am a dick. 

These days, my solitary afternoons are the only high points to my day. I've built up my strength, on my own I might add, thank you very much, to a pretty impressive skill if I must say so myself. It began with some leaves I could get flipping about, then some small rocks and wood pieces and now I can pretty much uproot a tree if I wanted to, but I don't cause I still gotta protect the environment and all that granola.

My grounding is now over, seeing as Dad could no longer see a punishment when 'so & so' wasn't in the picture anymore. I think he could tell that I suffered enough and was pretty relieved to see things get back to normal. Although I wouldn't exactly call it normal at all. Sure I get up, brush my teeth and go to that awful human school every day, well most days. But I feel anything but normal or any semblance to that dumb, naive girl I once was.

Now when I walk the halls I can only see a bunch of pathetic and childish kids yammering on about how sad it is to leave and go to college, how they will miss everyone SOOOO much. It makes me want to gag. I've kept to myself, my iPod permanently rooted into my ears, just so I don't have to hear about the upcoming summer and all the super fun times they're going to have. Bleech. Gabs and I are also SO over, I can't believe I was actually friends with that bland waste of space. I'm just biding my time until I can escape this hell hole and go out to have some real fun.

As the dust settles in the ravine to a calm silence I can feel the vibration and energies slowing down through my body as it returns to it's 'dead' level as I've started to call it. It is when I feel mostly human again, once I've reined in the power and tucked it into my supernatural library. I've tried to push through the werewolf ability but it's a no go. I've come to the conclusion that seeing as it happened before I turned 18, perhaps I wasn't able to grab hold and 'store' it properly which totally sucks. 

I pat down my locks and start heading back home to get ready for the dreaded graduation night. A lame 'celebration' filled with sappy memories, crappy up-dos, and stupid stories of the great times we've had and the better years to come. Puh-lease. All they have to look forward to is an expensive student loan, crappy marriages, alcohol addictions, whiney kids and then they kick it; the proverbial bucket.

I have to admit I've been a little giddy about the looming date as this means I can get the hell out of dodge and start living. I've managed get Dad to land me a sweet apartment in New York for the summer before school, claiming I could use a fresh start to become inspired and re-prioritize my goals (parents love that ambitious Shit). I do agree that I'm really lucky to have been able to score this, but Dad has seen me work my ass off at Grant's for years and he passes it as his graduation gift to me. Personally I think it's because him and Age have gotten quite comfy lately and he probably wants me out of the house so they don't have to sneak around anymore. I don't know who they think they're kidding but it doesn't take a rocket scientist to know when someone's relationship has gone from friend to fondle.	

Regardless, I just need to get this night over with so I can get going and see what sort of demon characters I can befriend in the big apple. I mean, this one power is great but really isn't satisfying me like it did in the beginning. I want more, I need more. I need to lose myself in the feeling it lends me. It's like a high I just can't explain. My whole body is on fire, but in a good way, and I can feel every nerve ending standing up and dancing. When I'm using, I no longer have to think or do anything, I can just 'be' and revel in that moment which I wish would last forever.

As I enter our backyard I see Harve in the distance galloping towards me. He nearly knocks me over with his slobbery enthusiasm which sends a pang to my chest as a reminder of the life I'm leaving behind. Perhaps this big old beast will be the thing I'll miss most of all. I give him some lovin' and jump up the steps of the back porch two at a time. Dad should be home early today and I suppose I should clean myself up a little.

My room has become a disaster zone with clothes strewed about, half packed boxes, and big bags I've accumulated to give to charity once I move out. I've included all my lame dress up garb and most of my supernatural book collection which to be honest I really don't need anymore considering I can now live it instead of read it. 

I step over some big clothes piles and slunk down on the bed to haul off my black boots. Todays outfit finds a nice free spot on the floor next to my night stand as I make my way into the bathroom for a nice long shower. After washing my face, I can see that make up is really needed these days. My glow-y period ended I suppose, as the dark circles are more pronounced and my skin looks a little sallow; I guess I haven't been sleeping all that well lately either. I make a mental note to head to the drugstore tomorrow and stock up on concealer, then jump in the shower.

I can hear Dad bustling about in the kitchen as I make my way downstairs.

"There she is! Miss Graduation Girl!" Sung to the tune of Miss America. Gee clever Dad.

Age is there too and captures me in a big hug before I can make fun of him.

"My God I can't believe you are done high school. Time to look to the future!" She sends me a wink not understanding how right she is.

"So how does my brilliant girl feel today? Ready to snatch up that diploma and take on the world?" His enthusiasm is a little catching but I've mastered the art of never succumbing to parental excitement so I'm able to maintain my sullen attitude.

"Yup, I can't wait to get that one piece of paper that means absolutely nothing to my future besides finding a place in a drawer that I never have to look at again."

"That's the spirit! Ok so we should get moving or we'll be late. We still on for dinner after Stell or did you make plans with anyone?" Sneaky. He knows I've been on the outs with Gabs and pretty much the whole social scene, so a well disguised query into whether I have gotten a life or not.

"I, uh, have plans actually Dad, can I take a rain check?"

"Of corse! Not a problem, you go out and have fun and we'll see you in the morning!"

"Morning?"

"Well it IS graduation Stella, the one night that curfews don't count, better enjoy it." He gives me a big grin and a wink and ushers me out the door as Age barrels into a story about her big high school grad party and how she ended up getting caught by hotel security skinny dipping with Peter Morton at the Burlington Hilton. 

I've done very well in my solitary confinement as of late but this sends me into a bit of a panic on what plans I'm going to come up with for tonight. The thought of going to a big party bores me, but perhaps I should suck it up and have one last hurrah with these humans.




The diplomas have been handed out, the caps have been thrown into the air and I've fake smiled through about a hundred photo ops from Dad to mark this momentous day. Well, that's what he keeps telling me anyways. Some of the shots are just me, some with Dad, some with Age, some with Dad and Age, some just Dad (wha?), I mean how many do we actually need? They are loving this wing ding and envelop me into a big hug every chance they get. Before sending me off on my night 'o fun, I give them a lame thumbs up and push them through the door so that I can collect my thoughts and figure out what's next. I brought Murrie so at least I can escape at any given moment.	

I overheard Francine animatedly talking about the big AlessaU throw down at Gibson Hill which is basically a field, surrounded by trees, on (you guessed it) a hill. The whole town rallies behind our grad night, even the cops, who become pretty lenient in their duties one night a year, keeping a low profile and basically making sure there are no dumb drunk kids getting behind the wheel. Apparently the senior class hired a DJ, set up a big sound system and garnered some kegs. Everyone pitches a tent and parties until the wee hours. Sounds like a plan. Kill me now.

I pop down my oversized sun glasses and park myself on a bench to take in my fellow students in their revelry. Girls are giggling, guys are actually hugging and everyone seems so very happy. It's making me sick. 

I see Gabs in the distance in a stunning red number saying good-bye to her folks whom I have been able to duck the whole night. The last thing I need is Mrs. C giving me the lecture on making up and playing nice. For all I know, they are oblivious to our recent rumble and I'd like to forget it ever happened. 




The party was everything I had imagined it would be. Drunk and annoying. Perhaps awhile ago this would have been great fun but as I surveyed the gaggles of girls and guys getting all sentimental on cheap booze, I really think it's my time to book it. I've managed to hide in a quiet spot near an old oak tree where I can sit and enjoy a red bull and take in the action without any participation. I've pretty much managed to escape any sort of human contact whatsoever. Or so I thought.

"Hey Stella, didn't think I'd see you here." It was Gabby.

I peer up at her and can tell she is visibly drinking but not quite hammed yet. "Hey Gabriella. Having fun?" I say looking past her.

"Getting there. You?" she asks.

"Barrels."

"Congratulations on graduating. Oh and I heard you're leaving right away to spend the summer in New York? That sounds right up your alley... " She trails off, beginning to shift uncomfortably from side to side, as she peels at her cooler label.

"Um yeah, should be peachy." I really can't think of anything to ask her. I stare back to the crowd taking a big haul on my beverage which I wished was alcoholic at this point.

"Will I see you around at all this summer? Maybe we could go out and..."

"Look Gabby, enough with the chit chat. I can tell how uncomfortable you are and I'm sure you're just making nice because you feel bad seeing as how I got dumped just like you said I would. So, here is my you were right, I was wrong admission. Yes, he was a real asshole. Yes, I was stupid. Yes, you tried to warn me. Yes I should have listened. Happy now?"

"Why would I be happy Stella? I'm not here to gloat and rub it in."

"Then why ARE you here? We haven't spoken in weeks and I think I made it pretty clear sitting nearly hidden by this Fucking tree that I want to be left alone. Please enlighten me on your stellar intentions." It did come out harsher then I thought but who cares anyways. In a century, she'll be dead and I won't, so why keep these human ties longer then necessary. 

"Wow I thought maybe I overreacted, maybe I was wrong, but I guess I was bang on; you have really gone off the deep end Stella. It's over, we've graduated. I thought at least we could part on good terms. Did the last few years mean anything to you? Anything at all?" Her voice catches slightly on that last part. I've had enough of this as I get up off the ground and brush the dirt off my jeans and turn to walk away.

"You have no light in you anymore Stella. It's gone and you know it," she calls after me.

This stops me dead in my tracks as I slowly turn to face her. "What does THAT mean?"

"What it means is that I no longer see any part of you that used to be my friend - my best friend. Since HE left, you've been going through the motions of living but there's absolutely no one home, is there? Walking around with that dark cloud perched on your shoulders, bitching at anyone who'll get up the nerve to actually talk to you. You're personality sucks right now and my intention was to come over and try to help you, but I see I'm far too late for that."

"I don't need your help Gabriella, I never needed your help. You treated me like an inferior, keeping me around so you could always one up me. I resent the fact that you think you can 'save' me when all you're really doing is making yourself feel better. Oh well, I tried. I tried to help that poor, lost, Stella. Tried to make her see reason but no, she is too far gone. Thank God I can now focus all on me again, get loaded, and let some random guy get down my pants."

Her eyes have started to well up and I think she's about to start bawling which, to be honest, I have never seen before. This makes me even more angry. How dare she do this to me, pretend to be some saint that needs to rescue me. Little does she know that I can hold my own and plop a boulder down on her head at a moments notice. Her lips have started to tremble as she looks at me in absolute horror at what I've just said.

"Have a good life Gabby," I say as I storm off.

Once inside the comfort zone of Murrie I spend a moment to calm down before driving. I can tell my anger is making my super natural side perk up in attention. The last thing I need right now is to create some sort of freak sink hole that swallows up the class of 2012; or maybe that isn't such a bad idea.







































Chapter 25

Stranger Danger




ASH

"Another." I holler to the barman, although I don't know why I bother as I can't seem to get any sort of buzz on tonight. As he slides another beer over to me, I push my empty to the side and stare blankly at the bottle.

No matter how hard I've tried, how many drinks I've consumed, how many wicked fights I've picked, I can't seem to forget about her. I've been holed up in this local crappy motel for weeks now, unable to move forward. 

After I left the woods, I drove straight to Burlington, spent a few days drinking myself blind, then felt more miserable because it. I thought that if I did some research and tried to find out as much as I could about ability absorbers it might give me some insight to the power and confirmation that I did the right thing in telling her to forget it. 

I drove up to Montpelier but there really wasn't much info I could garner from that branch of 'The Register'. I think I'd be better off heading back to the New York office but I can't seem to bring myself to leave just yet. About the only info I could dig up was that it was extremely rare (duh) with only one other recorded instance back in the 1400's. It wasn't too encouraging either as dude wound up consumed by power, drove himself mad and ended up dead at 21. 21 human years - a kid.

The only person I called was Hunter who, I think, tried to be sympathetic but in guy speak meant that he asked me to come back to L.A., spend some time wreaking havoc on the club scene with him and forget about some chick who is better off without jerks like us. I keep telling myself this, every second, but I still don't feel any better. The look on her face when I left her haunts me when I close my eyes at night. My only solution so far is to get to the point of passing out. Solid plan Ash.

"This seat taken?" A sultry voice from behind my left shoulder asks.

"I don't own the place. Go ahead." I hear the scrapping of stool legs across the dirty linoleum as I unfortunately gain a bar neighbour. I have no energy to make small talk, it's not worth the effort tonight. I take another large drink and play with the condensed label. I can tell she's looking at me and trying to catch my attention. She's a demon, that's for sure, please don't let it be an ex; I couldn't handle the drama right now. Her voice sounds very hot as she orders a beer. No nonsense, good for her. After a few sips, she breaks the silence.

"You seem to be carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders tonight Mr. Grey. Penny for your thoughts?"

With a jolt, I look to my left to see a breathtaking blond staring at me with a smug smile on her face. Crap, do I know this person? I'd like to think I would remember a face like that, but some nights are hazier then others. She's older then me, but still definitely hot. Maybe a nice female distraction is what I need tonight, she just looks so familiar? Think, think, think.

"I was wondering how you know my name miss, and whether you have plans later on?" I look over at her raising my eyebrows in question.

She gives me a sexy laugh as she angles her chair towards me and leans forward.

"Now Asher, I think that would be a little inappropriate considering you're dating my daughter."

What the Fuck.




My attention has certainly been gained. Some crazy demon mom hunting me down for ruining their daughter's virtue. I don't have time for this.

Turning back to face the bar I say. "I don't have a girlfriend, Ma'am. You must have me confused with someone else." I take an extra long haul on my beer. 

"Ma'am? Honestly Asher. I expected a little more charm then that. Your reputation has preceded you but honestly I'm a little insulted." She says with a laugh and flips her long locks over her right shoulder. I turn towards her and place my arm on the back of the bar stool, patience running out.

"Well then Miss, who might you be the mother of and what do I owe this greeting?"

"Look closely young man, can't you see the resemblance?" she grins at her revelation staring back at me intensely.

That's when it hits me, the sudden realization of who she reminded me of. Even her voice sounds eerily like Stella, how is this even possible? How does she know who I am?

"Ahhh, I can see the wheels turning Mr. Grey, don't strain yourself, please." She pats me on my shoulder and orders me a coffee.

"How do you know who I am?" I blurt out.

"Let me start my introducing myself. Helena Simone." She offers her hand to me which I hesitantly grasp.

"Very wary of strangers are we? I suppose this is probably a bit of a shock to you, but what is more of a shock is to why I seem to find you here, wallowing in self pity and pining over a young girl. What sort of demon do you pride yourself on being Mr. Grey because your rap sheet speaks different volumes altogether."

"And what would you know about me anyways?" I turn back to face the barman as he settles my steaming coffee onto the bar. 

"I know a lot more then you think Asher, quite a bit more. A very impressive showing I might add; a laundry list about a mile long."

"Ok, so, 'Stella's mom', what do you want from me? Why are you here bothering me when I am trying to 'wallow' away my night with liquor. In fact, why come to me and not your actual daughter who's been wondering where the hell you've been for the past eighteen years? Leave me and my past alone." I shove the coffee away from me.

I see her expression darken.

"Fair enough. Perhaps I had better explain a few things first." She smiles a wicked smile that sends shivers down my spine.

"You think?"




We settled into a booth on the opposite side of the bar as she began her story. I really don't know why I let her explain. It's none of my business anymore. Stella isn't in my life, isn't my problem. Why am I torturing myself with this? 

"So I suppose some background on me would be helpful," she begins. "I'm about 180 years young which isn't too much older then you Mr. Grey so watch what you say about age. I'm an aural demon which, on the low level, means I can read people based on their auras. On a higher level, I can anticipate a persons moves, desires and insecurities better then they themselves even understand. This made me a very enticing employee to 'The Register', for whom I do highly classified ongoing contract work for."

"I know what an aural demon is Miss Simone, get to the point."

"If I were you I'd watch your manners Mr.Grey," she spat. Her steel eyes piercing my soul making me shudder. I can see now that her outward appearance of a beautiful, innocent blonde couldn't be more wrong. Her true demon nature tells a different story, one of someone you don't want to screw with. She pauses to regain control before switching back to 'human' mode, plastering an icy smile on her face.

"As I was saying, this is my main strength but I possess many other unique abilities that are quite invaluable to them and of which you have no understanding of. So show some respect please." 

"Alright you have my attention, just get to the point." I take a large gulp of the crappy coffee, burning my throat on the way down.

"Because of my honed senses, I can predict things, like I mentioned, sort of like a psychic but not a raging quack like most are. I can peek into a demons soul and see what they are thinking, how their minds work and what they might be planning. You're lucky I didn't run you out of town the second I saw you prey on her, you know." A small smile crept across her face, but vanished as she continued on.

"I think it's important to start with Stella's father who, as you know, is human."

She began nervously fidgeting with her glass, swirling her beer about in a clockwise motion. I can tell she's uncomfortable. It's pretty commonplace for supernaturals to avoid emotion at all costs. It's quite difficult for us to show human weaknesses or vulnerabilities. Some call it a defect in our genetic make-up, I like to think it's what makes us thrive. Survival of the fittest.

Drawing in a deep breath she continued, "I was immediately pulled to him, he had the most beautiful white light radiating around him; it was like a drug to me. I never planned to fall that deeply for him. I mean, someone like ME, falling for someone that good. Ridiculous. I'm not saying I was all THAT bad, but I've certainly had my share of questionable relationships and a few illegal mishaps, but it wasn't as if I killed anyone or anything, at least I don't think so."

My patience was wearing thin. Get to the point where I come in. "What about the pregnancy though, didn't you know how rare it was?" I ask.

"Of corse I did, it was the most shocking turn of events I could have imagined. Why me? I certainly did not plan on THAT. The fact of the matter was that I was blinded by our relationship and I thought that maybe I could pull it off, maybe I was meant for this, meant to be a Mother. God forbid! Pardon the expression." 

"I thought that maybe I could stay for a little while, at least until he got suspicious of my non-aging. I was so stupid and naive. When Stella was born she was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen, her aura was even more brilliant then her fathers. I knew she just couldn't be a demon and that it was my time to move on. Now that I knew she wasn't like us, I would let her live her human life with her father..." she trailed off with a faraway look on her face. "It was the hardest thing I have ever done."

"But she wasn't human."

"No. She wasn't. But I haven't been privvy to that knowledge until recently. I've always kept my eye on her, checking in now and again. She's always had this bright light around her, human in every way. It wasn't until she was about 17 that I started to see any noticeable changes occur. Then you came into the picture..."

Cutting her off, I couldn't control the anger beginning to fester. "So why not go see her when you knew she was a demon, can you even begin to understand how much she would have needed you?"

"You don't have to say it, I already know, ok?" She said lifting her hand up to stop me. "I was too afraid of her; too scared to face her anger and fear and when I saw you show up, I thought, maybe you could help her better then I could anyways."

"Why me? You say know my reputation, what could you possibly think I would do to help her? How insane are you?!"

Her pain was visibly crushing, but honestly, who does she think she is. She needed to man up and take responsibility.

"Well Asher, I think you'd be surprised at my answer."

"Surprise me then." I turned back, taking another long gulp of my coffee.

"You're forgetting about what I can do, how I can decipher peoples emotions and make predictions. What I saw in you was very interesting indeed. When you came into her life you were as dark as night, full of anger, betrayal, and egotism up the ass. I could tell you were definitely damaged goods."

"Geez, what am I thinking, no wonder you thought I could help her! I totally get it all NOW." This lady is a a nut job. 

Her tone silenced me again. "I said initially. What happened next stopped me from intervening and made me pay very close attention to your dynamic. You see, Asher, when you were around her, your aura started to change. And before you yell at me again, yes, I know that others can affect our moods. But what she was doing was very unique; I've never seen it happen before. When you were around her, it was as if she was able to change your aura herself, grab hold and envelop you into the great light with her. C'mon don't tell me you didn't feel differently around her? The Asher Grey I have on file is not the same person who sits in front of me now. Albeit you're pretty murky at the moment, but you certainly are not the same demon who walked into my daughters life a few months ago."

It did make sense. I do feel different now. I just couldn't explain why. Was it really because Stella was able to change me into something else? Are her abilities that powerful?

"So what are you saying? Stella was able to change my aural soul? Change me from evil dark demon to light and fairy good demon? That's impossible. It doesn't exist."

"Is it so impossible Ash? Think about your actions the last few months. Why has there been such a gap in your usual 'activities'? And no, I don't think she's been able to actually change you from good to evil, that isn't what I'm thinking at all. I think that she has been able to pull you into the light; her strong feelings for you and you for her, have drawn you into a different path then you might have initially taken. I'm not saying you won't have a tendency to do bad things, I mean we all crave chaos now and then. But I think she has altered you in a way that is even hard for me to understand. I think she's managed to make you switch teams."

"Switch teams? Wait a minute, she did not make me gay."

Exasperated she heaved a big sigh. "No Asher, that isn't what I meant. Stay with me please. I'm still working on my theories but it would seem that somehow you are now ethereally connected to my daughter. Where there was dark, there is now light. Her bright light confused me before, it actually is demon, but a completely different breed I think. A bright and beautiful light that envelops you both when you're together. And when you're apart? Well, I'm still working on that one, but from the looks of it, you're not doing so hot. I don't understand the why or how of it, but this isn't something that happens every day, you know, not in our world at least."

"Well how often have you seen something like this happen?"

"According to the documented research we have on file?" she asks.

I nod.

"We don't have any. I've never seen this before Ash. Ever."

I pause before responding, taking in all this information, unsure of what to do with it.

"I don't know, this all sounds really hokey to me. We're demons, why would we have good ones and bad ones? It doesn't make sense. Sounds a little like Mom is a wee bit overzealous in determining her offspring's capabilities, don't cha think?"

Her gaze went black as tar making my skin crawl. Opps I've pissed her off.

"Ok so what if she was able to do this to me? Can she do this to all demons? What does it mean and why should I care. You do know that she fully made the change in the last few weeks. She's developed her abilities and believe me it's not child's play. Do you know what she can do now?"

"Yes, I've been watching her very closely the last few days, it's what brought me here today. Something has happened."

The hairs on my neck have started to prickle as I imagine every terrible scenario possible.

My heart pounding. "What's happened?" 

"She's changed Asher. Her soul has gone very dark. Darker then you, and she's about to do something really stupid. You have to go back. You have to help her."







































Chapter 26

The Devils Pit, Part deux




As I pull into the gravel lot I can feel my heart quicken and pound loudly in my ears; my blood boiling in my veins. What am I doing here? I didn't think about my destination as I tore away from the party, but strangely this is where I ended up; drawn to it in a way I can't describe. Like a moth to a flame. My desire for this world so great it was subconsciously pulling me back like an invisible elastic band that wouldn't let me move ahead no matter how hard I would struggle. Back to where it all started, and back to where I feel like I can break the old crappy ties and finally move forward again.

I haven't been able to breathe in weeks, frozen with fear, hurt, anger and confusion. What was I going to do with this new life I had inherited? I couldn't just turn my back on it. I couldn't just go back to where I was before HE turned me around to see the future that made so much sense to me. In one breath I curse him, unable to forgive him for what he did, then in the other, I thank him, indebted to him for showing me this world. I mean it would have been super weird when I noticed I wasn't aging anymore. Seriously.

I'm not yet familiar with this person I've become, unable to recognize myself in the mirror as I stand before it, wondering how to handle this direction change. I realize I have to turn my back on the old life, old friends, to everything human that I know; I think it is the only way to figure out where I fit in. I take a deep breath as I unlock my seatbelt. A habit so ingrained in me before I realize I don't even need a seatbelt anymore.

The lot is pretty hoppin' for a Thursday night, a number of pick ups, and a few motor cycles line the perimeter. I can hear some old rock tunes cranking from the jukebox as I pause outside with my hand on the door. What if that wolfie gang was here again - would they remember me? Would they want to kick my ass, or do worse things I can't even fathom? I have to remember that I am more then capable to take care of myself now so I take a full deep breath and pull open the creaky wooden door.

Smoke hits my face with the same intensity of the stale beer odour and thrumming music. I scan the crowd in search of any familiar faces but come up blank as I exhale just a little in relief. It did dawn on me that HE might be here, which probably had more then a little to do with why I ventured back. I entered in pretty unnoticed, like before, with nary a glance my way. There are a few booths filled up on the right and a really drunk couple doing a few spins and topsy turns to the old Lynyrd Skynyrd tune blaring from the box.

They can't be more then 45 which, if they are in fact demons, translates into quite freakin' old. They don't really look it though as I spy a lot of body flaws that wouldn't be there if they were playing on my team. Suddenly the woman starts hacking out a horrendous cough as her dance partner clumsily pats her on the back and hands her a half drunk beer to ease the raking rasps. Nope, definitely human. 

So this leads me to my next question - how can I tell the difference? Ash said it was something you can pick up on right away, a 6th sense. I turn my attention to the few lone guys at the bar, probably the best place to start. I notice the same spot I sat in before is empty which sends a dart of pain through my chest. I've spent the last few weeks packing all those memories up and folding them away in a box never to be opened again for fear of this exact paralyzing feeling. I take a moment to compose myself, tucking all thoughts of HIM into a nice neat pile and into the garbage dump where he belongs. This is all about me now.

The seat happens to be right next to a big and burly guy, who seems pretty cute, if you like the 'roided up muscly type. Personally not my fav but he'll do in a pinch. I don't want to be scared shitless on my first demon adventure now do I?

I run my fingers through my hair, straighten my shirt and stand up a little taller, psyching myself up and readying my demon moves. I'm attempting sexy, and probably failing miserably, as I saunter over and grab the bar stool. The loud scraping noise it makes as I pull it back, startles me and ruins all hope of a sultry approach.

It does, however, make big burly dude turn his head sharply with a look that could kill. Seeing that it's just a young girl, the look is replaced immediately with something a little different. A wee bit nicer but actually feels more predatory, like the niceness is definitely an act to persuade his conquests into a more lewd proposition.

"Sorry, this seat taken?"

"Only by you I hope." A gravelly voice answers.

As I hope up onto the seat I definitely feel the need for a little liquid courage but don't have the slightest idea of what to order. It would seem an apple-tini would perhaps be a lot on the lame side. 

"Can I buy you a drink?" he asks.

"Um, sure, how about a shot of tequila?" A flashback of some crappy action flick pops into my head with the idea that tequila is bad ass and therefore I must drink it.

"Tequila, I like it," he says with a flash of a grin as his eyes light up at his lucky score tonight. He waves a finger at the barman who seems completely in his own world wiping glasses and ignoring everyone completely. With this small gesture from my new drinking buddy, he simply nods his head, never looks up, and proceeds to pour my shot. A moment later he appears with my drink sloppily placed in front of me and next to a grimy salt shaker and bowl of lemon wedges who've seen better days. Now I have to do this whole shot process like a pro, why didn't I order a beer?

"Bottoms up beautiful," he smiles before chugging back the rest of his beer and heavily placing it down on the counter.

I'll just have to wing it, no problem. Grabbing the salt I start pouring it onto the back of my hand as I watch it all slide off onto the counter, leaving me looking real stupid. Dude chuckles to himself and grabs my hand to lick the spot where I just poured the salt.

"First timer perhaps? You have to lick the hand first for the salt to stick." He grabs the salt and pours a dab onto the wet area. I'm grossed out, but in the end it was the best thing he could have done. When he touched my hand a familiar electric current hummed through me and I could tell he was definitely demon. It wasn't the same intensity of Ash's touch, not by a long shot, but it was definitely a bolt of something that sent alarm bells ringing in my non-developed spidey sense. I force a smile, lean in to lick the tangy spice and grab my shot in a swift pour down my throat; the taste and burn leaving me breathless and choking. So NOT sexy. Guy hands me a lemon indicating I need to suck on the fruit to cut the burn which I hastily grab and take a long suck on the wedge. My eyes start to water as I give up on all attempted coolness from that obvious display of inexperience. 

"Can't stomach the stuff myself, perhaps you'd want to switch to something more your style, a sugar-y vodka concoction?"

I nod gratefully wiping the tears from my eyes with the sleeve of my shirt and clearing my throat carefully before I feel the urge to yak it all up. It wasn't more then a minute and I had a nice and easy ice cube-y drink in front of me which I gulped down a little too quickly; I could feel the heat from the vodka start to burn my cheeks already. Ok, not all is lost yet, with the booze finally came a new sense of confidence that surged through me.

"Thanks, uh, for this." I say as I indicate my new drink in a 'cheers to you' fashion.

"I guess before I start coughing all over you again, I should introduce myself. I'm Stella," I say.

"Will." 

"You're new around here aren't you? I think I would have remembered seeing you before. In fact I would think you are a newbie in every sense of the word too. Fresh from the change aren't you?" Perceptive Will.

"Uh yeah, I am. How'd you guess?"

"I can tell." He says as he pulls up the right side of his face in a lopsided grin.

"That obvious eh?"

"Well yeah, you don't seem as jaded as the rest of us. You're time will come though, enjoy it while it lasts."

"Why would I become jaded?" I say clearly confused by meeting someone like this. How could you not be pumped about what you are?

He peers into my eyes and takes another drink from his next beer. "Give it time. Just give it time." He turns back to look at the barman and orders us two more.	

The conversation was actually quite easy as we chatted about nothing and everything. He had some great stories from the 60's and 70's which came about as the playlist on the box ran through a whole bunch of songs relevant to his past. It seems Mr. Will was quite the roadie to a lot of celebs back in the day. A bad boy to the core, if only he could write a book about it.

The drinks were going down quite well for me too with no thought to how I would actually get home. It didn't seem to bother me though, I guess I had my all night pass from Dad so who cares if I had to sleep in Murries' backseat. 

"So tell me Will, what sort of magical know-how do you possess?"

"Ahhh, can't tell yet can you? I forget that it's more of a developed ability as you get more experience under your belt. I have to admit though that you, in particular, are stumping me as well. Now that is a surprise to say the least." His raspy voice coming out more like a gravelly whisper. 

"Well, I like to keep some secrets to myself, you know." I say coyly as he leans in a little closer to me, his beer breath exhaling in my ear.

"I bet you do sweetheart," he says with a wink. I could feel the heat rise to my cheeks in response. The panic set in as it dawned on me that perhaps I have gotten a little overly flirty and he won't be content with an innocent good-bye hand shake after all. He takes my blush as an invitation and places his huge left hand on my thigh, pushing down as he moves his palm up and down my leg. 

Let the back pedalling begin.

"Whoa there, big fella, be gentle on me, it's my first night out in like, ever," I nervously sputter which makes me even more tempting as his innocent conquest. He licks his lips and stares me down. I feel intensely embarrassed as my whole body flushes and a heat fills me up.

"Gentle isn't in my nature, but then again, I guess you might know that by now."

"Geez, it's getting quite late." I fake a yawn and pull my arms up in a stretch. "I had better get moving, but it was really nice to meet you Will." Attempting a simple slide out from his hands didn't quite work, he had me pinned in a powerful grip.

"C'mon now Stella, I thought we were getting along quite well, I don't think it's bedtime yet, or rather, sleep time. Bedtime would suit me just fine."

Ok, time to run. My pulse is racing as I realize the hole I have dug myself in this stupid, stupid move. I scan the room to see if anyone would be a good candidate for saving my sorry ass, but fall short as I notice most of the bar has left, including the old lung cancer humans. I hastily grab his arm and struggle to remove it from it's iron grip on my leg when my flush turns into a flame burning in my shoes.

It started with a simple heat, sort of like warming your toes by a campfire, but it quickly began to race up my legs, into my waist, thighs, torso, until it was enveloping me completely. The panic was evident in my face as big Will finally pulled his hand back and looked at me with a mixture of confusion and fear. I stumbled up and grabbed hold of the bar stool, searching for some answers to this unbelievable pain and seeing my hands turning bright red, like my body was filling with lava.

Suddenly the chair I was grasping burst into flames as I jerked back and stared at my hands in horror. Did I do that? I could feel my hair lift up and fly around me, whipping my face in what felt like heat lashes. Will stumbled back from the flaming stool as he continued to stare, realization setting in.

"How the... How the Hell did you do that?! You're a fire demon? No. Impossible! I would have known if you were like me... unless... unless you somehow took my power... " he trailed off as the bar counter started to catch fire and the booze began to pop off the shelves behind it, fuelling the blaze. He's staring at me in surprised awe and fear, when suddenly he storms through the inferno and out the front door. Thanks buddy.

The flames seem to have caught on like wildfire, pardon the pun, as the building quickly emptied out of the final patrons, leaving me to fend for myself. I can't move at all, paralyzed with this all consuming heat. I guess it's every demon for himself.

I continued to stand feebly, losing strength, stunned and alternately staring at the burning bar then back to my body as the heat licked through my clothes singing them. It was the most excruciating pain I have ever felt; like the fire was within my soul, burning me from the inside out. My blood boiled and the pain finally doubled me over sending me flailing back onto some tables and chairs, crushing them as they became fresh tinder for the fire. The sweat poured down my body in waves and I began to lose my mind. THIS is how I was going to die?  

Consciousness slowly ebbed from me as I began to float away, oblivious to where I was anymore. I had thoughts of Dad and Gabs and Ash, and how this must be a dream. A big long dream in which I will wake from and be sad it was over, but glad that things are normal again. As my eyes shuttered closed for the last time, I see a flash of feet pounding towards me. Hmmm cool converses, I thought, before shutting down completely.







































Chapter 27

Forgive? Yes, but never forget




Opening my eyes has never been more difficult. I thought heaven was supposed to be all magical and happy and la la 'ish? I had to be dead, there would be no other way for me out of that mess. So why did I feel like I had been run over by a transfer truck? I attempt to roll onto my back which sends every muscle, nerve, hair follicle, hang nail, screaming in protest. I seem to be on a bed but my vision is still so blurry. Blinking away the film and focusing on the movement above me seems to help. It takes a minute to reveal it as a ceiling fan. Why would heaven need a ceiling fan, can't they get air conditioning? Oh crap, did I end up in hell?

From what I can see of the room, it certainly looks like hell. Cracked ceiling paint, peeling floral wallpaper, a very old tube TV bedecked in faux wood panels and rabbit ears atop an old crappy dresser. Hell indeed. 

I'm laying in a bed with nothing but an old t-shirt on and my undies. I don't recognize the shirt at all, but it seems clean at least. I pull my arm up to run my fingers through my hair, away from my face and lick my sticky parched lips which are screaming for liquids. I slowly turn my head to the right and see a glass of water on the night stand, eureka.

Pulling myself up on my elbows was harder then I thought but I persevered. I flip my legs over the side of the bed and reach for the water, downing it in three gulps. Ok so it appears I'm in some sort of crappy motel room, which sends too many vividly horrific images through my brain. Definitely not heaven, but some divey, rent by the hour, place on earth wins my bet. I've seen enough crime dramas to clue into the fact that waking up half naked in a sleaze ball motel never has a good ending. I've got to get out of here. 

I spot an open suitcase, which has thrown up clothes all over the floor, sitting on a stand over by the bathroom; surely I can score some pants from it. Walking turns out to be harder then I thought as I grasp onto the other double bed and dresser for stability. Luckily there are a pair of sweats on top which I grab and too hastily pull on, sending me off balance and plummeting face first into the lovely shag carpet.

I muster all my strength and pull back up on all fours, then semi straight up, using the bed for leverage. Screw the shoes, I'm just going to have to wing it. To my right, on the inside of what I can assume is the bathroom door I catch my reflection in a full length mirror. Taking myself in, I am hard pressed to find even one scratch on any surface at all. My hair doesn't look singed, my skin isn't red and I can't see a blister anywhere. Was it all a dream? Who cares, my internal alarm is ringing - get the crap out of there!

Turning back towards the front door and shuffling as fast as I can, my body protesting every step, I make it only a few steps when the door in front of me fills with light as it's flung open. I look back at the person who brought me here, unable to speak, staring seems more my style at the moment. As he comes into focus after shutting the door, the startling bright sunlight spots fade from my vision, familiarity sets in with a giant punch to the gut.

"Well hello there sleeping beauty. Care for a coffee?"




The words that utter from my lips are a little too nasty to repeat, but it happens to rhyme with mother pucker. The last person I expected to have me confined to a cruddy motel room was Asher Grey, and here he was, standing in front of me, with a couple large coffees loaded into a tray and a greasy bag of god knows what for breakfast.

"I can see you are a little surprised to see me here, but believe me, it's one hell of a story if you'll let me explain," he says so nonchalantly like it's completely normal that we are here together. 

He walks over to the desk by the front window and plops down the food and keys, turning back to me with his hands in his pockets, waiting for me to respond. I find myself speechless for the first time in like ever, unable to say everything I want to cause it would just be too much effort. Instead I plunk myself down on the bed to gather my witty sense of sarcasm and give my screaming legs a break.

"How are you feeling?" he asks with what seems like genuine sympathy. PAH!

"What's it to you?" Ok THAT was my best come back? I am clearly traumatized into losing any sense of a good retort. I place my hands beside my hips on the bed, stabilizing my shaking limbs. Looking towards the floor in a death stare, Ash moves towards me slowly and that's when it hits me. His shoes. It's the last thing I remember from the bar, a pair of converses. It wasn't a dream.

Sitting down beside me, the bed goes all lopsided and I find it hard to not lean into him and take comfort in his warmth. The day he left I was filled with such anger and rage, but as any gushy love story goes, we always secretly yearn for them to come back, rescue us and declare their horrible mistake, never to leave us again. Bleech.

"You were there, weren't you?" I squeak out.

"Yeah. Got you out right before the ceiling collapsed, we were lucky... "

"Why. How?" Confusion layering my thought process.

"It really is an interesting story, but Stella, I think you might want to rest a bit before... "

"Fuck the resting Ash, how did you know where I was? Was it a coincidence? Why did you bring me here? Is this some sort of sick game to you?" I turn my face towards him, unable to keep staring down, unable to not feel that familiar pull towards him that I always do, unable to not want to look at him and see him again, even if it's for this short encounter.

When he looks back into my eyes, I see it. I see a very different person that left those few weeks ago. This guy seems older, worn out, eyes full of worry, dark circles etched with a very visible story of how he really has been doing, and my guess would be about as good as I have been. Turning his head down towards the floor, and leaning his elbows on his knees, he heaves a big sigh, leaving his shoulders slumped and hunched forward.

"Stella, look, I deserve everything you are going to sling at me. Really I get it, I mean I REALLY get it." Turning back to look at me he continues. "I don't deserve your forgiveness after what I did, I know I don't, but I really need to tell you some stuff and even if you can find it in you to forgive me a little bit, I'll take it. I'll take anything I can get from you at this point. This is a little beyond me right now, way out of my comfort zone, hell, I think it's out of the hemisphere for me, but I need you to listen to me fully and let me try and help you."

"What gives you the idea that I would ever let you into my life again Asher? What do I owe you in the slightest bit?"

"You don't owe me anything. Nothing. But I think you owe it to yourself to hear me out."

"Me?" I scoff. "What does your dick behaviour have to do with me anymore."

"It has to do with you Mother Stella." He sits back up and looks me right in the eyes. Pleading with me to listen.

I can't form any words to this. This was the last thing I expected him to utter. My Mother? My mind reeling, my body still hollering in protest, I get up and turn towards the spot where I woke. Climbing back into bed, curling into a ball and closing my eyes for a second seems the most I can manage at this point. Ash understands and leaves me a moment to collect myself. I feel the bed shift as he stands up, grabs the food and walks over to sit on the other double bed across from me. I squint open my left eyelid to grab my coffee from him, craving something hot and caffiene-y on the A-SAP.

Turning on my back and propping up against the rickety headboard I let the hot and heavenly drink pour down my throat while I stare straight ahead at the crappy artwork.

"I got you some food too, some sort of egg and cheese concoction that I remember you liking from before... " Without looking at him, I let my stomach win as I grab the bag from his outstretched hand and rummage for my breakfast. After I've eaten a little and finished the coffee I feel I'm ready to let him speak his peace.

"Ok Ash, let me have it."

As I sit in silence and hear him out I feel like I'm in some sort of movie of the week montage. I can hear some strange indie song that sends me into a trance while you zoom in on a close up of his lips, and hear faint key words from the story he's telling me. I find the details hard to digest but I don't interrupt. I let the words fill my brain and try to make sense of what he's trying to say. 

My mother was a demon - yes I knew this. She claims to have thought me a human, even loved me - yeah right. She has been watching over me all these years - what? She thinks Ash and I have some sort of connection to each other - well duh. She thinks I am special. Special. Strangely I laugh out loud at this stopping Ash in mid-sentence. It's funny really. The words all lost souls want to hear. You are special. Words every child wants to hear a parent say to them and really mean it. Something everyone searches to be in their dull and dreary day to day lives. This plus the fact that it's coming from my estranged mother who left me when I was three weeks old. It's too impossible to take in.

Ash is waiting for me to say something. I'm numb all over and I can't really figure anything out right now. I need to shut down for awhile.

"I'm going to take a nap."

"A nap? Now? Ok, um, can I get you anything?"

"Nope." I say as I roll away from him and shut my eyes. I'm asleep in 4 seconds. My dreams are vivid and crazy. Crumbling buildings, earthquakes, fire ravaged rooms, demons playing poker amidst the falling walls? Me searching frantically for something, I can't tell what. Gabs screaming, Ash laying under the rubble bleeding profusely, looking pallid and dead. Really crazy stuff. I'm surprised I didn't show up to school naked and late for a history test. I wake up in a breathless sweat, panting and sitting straight up on the bed. The room is dark, pitch black, I guess I've been asleep for quite awhile. 

"Stella, are you alright?" A tense voice emits from the far corner of the room. It's still pretty dark so I don't spot him until my eyes adjust. He's sitting in the far chair over by the desk which feels like miles away. I crawl out of bed, breathless and dizzy from the dream and the events of the last twenty four hours. At least I think it's 24 hours; I don't have a clue what day I'm on anymore.

I don't respond; I make my way over to him and crawl upon his lap. I need to feel him next to me, I need to feel his arms around me. Even if it's for a few minutes, I hunger for his touch in a way I can't explain. When I do this he envelops me in a stronghold, fiercely clinging to each other without any lingering self consciousness. We sit entwined for a long time, unable to let go and unwilling to let words ruin this moment.

I won't be letting go of my anger any time soon, but I realize that pushing him away is pointless. I feel it in my bones that my looney mother is right; we are connected in a way neither of us can explain. I know from his touch and energy that he is just as confused and terrified as I am. I also know that he has been wanting this reunion is much as I have. I don't know what the future will hold but for now, this is enough.




"So what did she look like? Horns and a moustache?" I mumble with my mouth half full of pizza.

Ash chuckles to himself. "Uh-uh, she was beautiful, so so beautiful. She looks just like her daughter," he says with a smile. Kind of a lame line but it sounds sincere so I let it slide without comment. We'd been laying next to each other for a long while, just holding hands and chatting about nothing important, when my stomach made itself known that it was dying a slow death. So we ordered a pizza of which I am quickly making fast work of.

It's about 2 am and I'm wide awake now, ready to focus. I made an excuse to Dad when I woke up about reconciling with Gabs at the party and faking a sleep over tonight. He seemed ok with it, even though he was pissed I hadn't called earlier, but didn't ask too many questions so I'm free to just sit and be with Ash until the morning at least.

"So how did you know I would be at that bar anyways?"

"I had a hunch. When Helena told me you had changed, I figured you might do something really dumb and that was the dumbest thing I could think of," he said with a smirk and nudging my shoulder with his. 

"What were you thinking Stella really? I mean, going back? You could have been killed in the very worst way, you know."

"Ugh, enough with the parental cross-examination. You left remember. I had no choice but to go back to where it started and try to figure out where I fit in."

A dark cloud passed over Ash's face. "I am so so sorry Stella. I freaked out, literally. Leaving you that night was horrific and absolutely unforgivable. I know you will find this hard to believe, and at the time I fought the feelings, chalking them up to guilt, but it was like I was pulling against some magnetic force leaving you there. I resisted going back, but I still couldn't seem to get away completely. I didn't go back to New York. Couldn't go back to the house I rented. I only stopped when I got here and I just couldn't move any further away from you. Now I know what your mother said seems odd, but in a way it makes perfect sense to me. I have changed Stella. I've changed so much since I've met you. Whether it was my own doing that changed my direction towards being a 'better' demon, or you have done it for me, I don't care anymore. I just want to be with you. That's what feels right."

My eyes start to brim with tears. Ash grabs me in a hug as I bury my face in his t-shirt. I breathe his scent in deeply, crying and creating a lovely wet spot on his chest. I suddenly feel the need to confess myself to him. My awful moods swings and vicious tirades.

"I've been a really bad person Ash. I've treated all my friends like crap, yelled at Gabby, my Dad. How could anyone think that my 'destiny' is something good or special? I don't know who I am anymore? All I know is that I've acted like a real Shit to the people who actually love me. I just thought that I was acting that way because of my true demonic nature. It felt like a drug I couldn't get enough of. When I was in the moment I was euphoric. The more I rebelled the higher I was. Then that moment would pass and it would change to something that felt completely wrong. How is THAT possible? Shouldn't it have felt really wrong to me all along? Shouldn't I have known better?"

Ash continues to stroke my hair heaving a sigh.

"I don't know. I really don't know. I know we crave chaos, and believe me I've felt that way before too. Doing bad things would excite me in the past. Lately, though, for the past few years, I think I can safely say that I have felt remorse which is a foreign feeling to our true demonic nature. Being around humans does make you more sympathetic, but that was never me. Or at least I didn't think it was. After hearing your mothers theories, I'm not really sure who I am anymore either."

I peel back from him and look up into his eyes. It would feel so good right now to lose myself in him, let him get close to me, touch my skin and forget the uncertainty for awhile. I can tell he's thinking the same thing as his pulse quickens and he gently brushes the tears from my face and down my neck, sending shivers up my body. I lean in and close my eyes, ready to feel his heat melt me from the inside out, but instead a swift breeze rushes my skin and whips my hair back as I snap open my eyes to the door being flung open by someone I have never seen before. 

A big smile spreads across his face as he looks from me to Ash and our impending positions on the crumpled bed sheets.

"I haven't interrupted anything now have I?" Dude is dressed head to toe in worn black leather and holding a motorcycle helmet on his right hand. His hair is unkempt and almost pitch black with the beginnings of some sexy stubble on his chin. He's sporting a very familiar crooked grin and has 'bad boy' written all over him. Ash relaxes his grip on me and heaves a big sigh.

"Yes Hunter, of corse you are. But what the Hell are you doing at my doorstep at 2 in the morning?"

I look to Ash and this Hunter guy whose name rings a bell in my back memories. Definitely demon by the way he looks and holds himself; he has that aura about him that screams cocky jack arse but what we women are suckers for. 

"We've got problems my friend. Big ones. You're lucky I'm here to save your ass. Again." He slams the door behind him and plops himself down on the bed while flinging the helmet on the bed beside us. "Ohhh, meat lovers, my favourite."







































Chapter 28

Hunted




I can hear some intense conversations in the next room as I try to tidy myself up a bit. I roughly brush my teeth with my fingers feeling quite grateful for the interruption as my breath was not so minty fresh. I don't have any female clothes besides underwear anymore as mine were practically incinerated off of me; I have yet to query Ash on how that all went down while I was unconscious. All I can say is thank God I wore matching under garments that day. I found a fresh t-shirt and sweats to put on and an elastic band in my purse, which thankfully Ash grabbed before he hauled me out of the pit. As I pull my hair into a messy pony I pause and lean my ears to the door, hoping to hear a little of what they're discussing. I can only decipher a few words though. Demon dimensions. Bounty. Destruction. Nope can't be a good thing that's going down. 

Apparently Hunter drove straight from L.A. when Ash didn't answer his cell these last few days. My first impression of him is still dead on. Charismatic, charmingly assholish, extremely sexy, confident and I would assume a great Shit disturber. I can see a lot of broken hearts in his wake and definitely a lot of Ash in him, or him in Ash, I'm not sure which yet. Their body language and brotherly banter is a dead giveaway that they've known each other for a very long time. His presence unnerves me. I slipped to the bathroom shortly after he arrived to give them some privacy to talk. 

When I emerge from the bathroom all eyes pull towards me and conversation stops abruptly. Looking from Hunter, whose still lazily perched on the bed finishing his pizza, and Ash, who's stopped mid-pace in front of the main window, I can tell they're arguing and Ash seems to be losing the battle.

"Um, did you want me to go outside for a walk or something?" I ask.

Hunter playfully pats the bed with a big grin and motions for me to come on over. "Certainly not sweetheart, I'm afraid this concerns you and your 'abilities' that have been getting quite a bit of lip service lately."

"Stop it Hunter. Let me handle this ok?" Ash snaps.

Hunter shrugs and winks at me as he takes another large bite of his slice. His eyes rake me up and down, probably assessing what the hell Ash sees in me.

"Ok, lay it on me Ash, it can't possibly make my day any more complicated? Can it?" I say placing my hands on my hips.

Ash is standing with his arms folded in front and looks like he might be sick. He lifts up his hand to nervously nibble on a hang nail. Ok definitely more complicated.

"Stella, I think you'd better sit down for this." Ash speaks as Hunter picks up the bible from the side table and starts leafing through, smiling, as if it's an Entertainment Weekly. 

My heart is in my throat as I come over sit down on the bed in front of him. He kneels down on his knees and grabs my shoulders, sliding down my arms and pulls my hands into his.

"Ok, now you're scaring me, just spit it out already," I mumble as my nerves are starting to take over. Hunter laughs from behind me, clearly enjoying the 'book'.

"Sorry, ok, so here's the thing." Ash sighs before continuing. "Remember your 'friend' from the bar. Well, apparently he's pretty connected but not in a good way. He seems to know a lot of, well, to put it delicately, dicks. So when he left the bar last night, I guess he got on the horn and told a few other – "

"Dicks!" Hunter blurts out still reading.

"Yeah. He told quite a few of them actually, about what you can do." He looks intensely into my eyes, as if waiting for me to catch on.

"okkkkaaaayyyyy. I don't get it?" I say, clearly confused.

Ash drops my hands with a sigh, sits back on his feet and and rubs his stubbly chin. Apparently shaving wasn't something he's been doing a lot of lately. 

Take two. "Ok, so since he blabbed, word spread and there are a lot of creepy demons out there who now know what you're capable of." Ash looks concerning towards me as if I might break in two at any moment.

I look back at him blankly. "I still don't get it?"

Annoyed, Hunter chucks the book on the bed, sits up with his feet back on the floor and continues for Ash.

"What your retarded 'boyfriend' is trying to say is that bad ass demons have put a bounty on your head and they're coming for you. Period."

"Hunter!" Ash snaps.

"What? No need to pussy foot around the issue my friend. The situation sucks and stalling in this crap ass motel isn't doing her any favours. You couldn't have chosen something a little bit more, I dunno, non psycho-ish in accommodations?"

"What do you mean a bounty? What would they want with me?" I turn to Hunter for answers as fear begins to slither up my spine.

Ash tries to explain it more delicately pulling my chin back to him. "Well you know how stories pop up about people stealing livers and selling them on the black market? Well when a demon has an exceptional gift, they become a hot commodity so to speak."

"Someone wants my liver?"

Hunter laughs out loud. "Fuck dude, spit it out already! I think she's smart enough to understand. Well... at least I assume so," he says with a tad too much scepticism for my liking. "They want you. They want to sell you to the highest bidder. At which point you're body parts will be sold off to scullers."

"Scullers? Stop speaking demon crap -  I am Shitting my pants over here! What the hell you're talking about!" My voice rising in panic as I look from Ash to Hunter.

"Whoa, ok, first things first. We aren't going to let you get sold." Ash reassures me and shoots Hunter a sharp look. "Secondly, we just have to make a plan to keep you safe until this all blows over. We can do some back pedalling and leak word that Will is a Fuck nut and got it all wrong, or we can say you are dead already, or... "

"Wait a second. Stop sugar coating this Ash. Exactly for what purpose would these so called scullers want me for?"

"Jesus. Look Stella, I'm sorry to tell you this, but what Ash is terribly explaining to you, is that your whole body is THE commodity. Your flesh is what they want, not you. Basically they would sell you off in pieces to the highest bidder."

"But why?" I stammer, looking to Ash.

"Well, some demons would use it in ritual sacrifices to please more powerful demons in other dimensions, gaining their favour. Other sick bastards might covet your rare ability by, um, consuming the purchase. Some think powerful demon parts would enhance their own skills or give them new ones. The rarer the demons ability, the higher the concentration of power to be transferred - in theory... " Ash trails off, looking at the floor, as if he might be sick.

"You said 'some' demons. What would the others want me for?" My voice sounds weak and far away. Ash still can't meet my eyes. What would be worse then eating me for Shits sake?

"We won't let that happen Stella. It won't come to that, trust me. We are going to protect you and keep you safe." Ash tries to calm me down and pulls my face into his hands in reassurance. Reassurance for me or for him?

"I think we all need a drink, any liquor stores open late around here?" Hunter hops up and heads to the door while I lay back on the bed and digest the fact that I have just become a sought after happy meal.







































Chapter 29

The Wrath of Dad




"You know you won't have any nails left if you keep at the clip you're going."

"Shut it Grey. You aren't the one about to unload a whole bunch of super natural hoo-ha on your conservative Dad in hopes that A - he'll actually believe you, B - he won't have me committed, or C - he won't take off your testicles with a shot gun."

"In that case, perhaps I had better start chewing on mine," he says as he grabs my hands away from my mouth and tightens his grip for comfort. He doesn't take his eyes off the road but smiles when he takes my hand.

I swear this has been the shortest drive home I have ever experienced. I know we were going normal speeds, but the dread over my next task has submerged me in fear. How was I going to tell my Father about this - this world? I need to keep him safe, so I need him to listen and believe me, but as we approach the town limits, I'm starting to think we should just drug him and tie him up somewhere until we can figure this mess out.




"So you're telling me that you have special 'gifts'?"

"Uh yeah."

"And so does... he." The look of disgust on his face as he motions towards Ash makes me think that perhaps I should have come alone. 

"Yes sir, Mr Grace."

Dad looks from him to me, and back to him as I sit on the edge of my seat furiously working on unraveling my entire sweater hem in a nervous tick. Suddenly he bursts out laughing and leans back into the couch opposite us, apparently relaxing at the realization that his greatest fears haven't come to fruition. I'm convinced he was expecting me to tell him I was, well, expecting.

"You had me going there for a second Stells." He waves his finger at me and runs his hands through his hair.

"Ok really, what is up with you two." He places his arm on the back of the couch and folds his ankle over his left knee. "What's with the storytelling? All this supernatural crap. You're not on drugs are you?" This makes him serious once again and leans forward, arms on his knees.

"No Dad! Ok listen, we knew this was gonna be hard to believe, but you have to understand that what we are saying is true and you really have to leave the house for a little while. You're just not safe here," I say.

"What is really going on with you two, you want the place to yourself for a party maybe? Over my dead body Stella." Dad gets up and walks into the kitchen to the fridge. He continues on, yelling from the other room.

"I won't be fooled into that trick. Ho no, dear old Dad has been there, done that, and you can't convince me otherwise. Good try though, very creative I must add." Dad grabs a beer and takes a long haul off it.

We followed him into the kitchen as Ash's phone annoyingly starts to chirp. I mean really guy? You're going to answer that now?! Ash answers, retreating to the front room again, as I shoot him a glare, which he ignores, and I continue round two of Operation: Keep Dad Away (effectively saving him from a slow death from scary demon bounty hunters).

"This is as new to me as it is to you really. Have I ever lied to you before Dad?"

"Uh yeah, actually you have, when you ditched school and went all crazy these last few weeks, which I might add was due to your 'associations' with this guy. so excuse me if I find it hard to trust my daughter who is sitting here in front of me telling me she is some sort of super hero." He grins back at me and takes another drink.

Well yeah there's that.

Ash joins us back in the kitchen, flinging his phone on the counter, patience has left him I can tell. "With all due respect Mr. Grace, we are running out of time. We came here to warn you, and it is your choice to believe us or not, but I'm sure Stella won't let us leave until you pack a bag and get the hell out of here."

My mouth is hanging open in shock. He calls THAT subtle coaxing?

Dad's face goes bright red and I feel an explosion coming on. "Hey now you little Shit. That is no way to talk to an adult and I'd appreciate if you'd get the hell out of my house AND my daughters life in the next five seconds or I'll have no choice but to throw you out on your ass." Smooth going Ash.

Ash leans into the island in a death stare with my Dad, crossing his arms in front and concentrating really hard, Uh-oh. I look out the back window and a cloud of dirt and dust appear in the window, like our house is wrapped up in the middle of a tornado. I can't see beyond a meter outside the window. It looks like a dirt filled vortex and we are at the epicentre. Thank god Harve came in with us. The sound is deafening and terrifying all at once and even I know what is going on.

Ash is still staring down Dad who turns to looks outside in horror seeing his patio furniture flying around in circles. Clearly thinking mother nature, he springs to action.

"Holy Shit, ok everyone, to the basement right now, GO GO GO!" He runs around to my side grabbing my hand and sprinting to the basement door.

"WAIT!" I scream and turn in a fast circle. "Ash STOP acting like an Ass!"

Ash rolls his eyes unfolding his arms, as the wind suddenly dies down leaving a thick cloud of dirt on the window panes. The outdoor adirondack chairs land with a huge thunk as they break into multiple hunks of wood. Dad leapt back about a foot, a mixture of confusion and fear across his face.

"What the... How?... Was that... Was that you?... How..." he trails off and walks over to the window in disbelief.

"Smooth Ash, way to give an old man a heart attack!" I snap, giving him a glare and walk over to stand behind Dad at the back window. I can see our reflections in the glass as he continues to stare through the grim.

"Um, Dad, sorry about that, it was a little harsh. But we really do need you to trust us on this one." I place my hand on his shoulder gently but it's as tense as a tightly wound coil. Gingerly I pull my hand back and clasp the two together, trying to figure out how to handle this one.

Dad's still staring out the window with his mouth hanging open. Perhaps I should worry about him going into shock?

"Dad? You ok?"

And just like that, he swiftly brushes past me, leaving the room in three strides. I hear him walk through the front room and up the stairs to his bedroom.

"Smooth move Ash, now my Dad is probably up there calling the cops on us!"

"Look Stella, I know you're pissed, but we really don't have time for this." His nonchalant attitude is irking me.

"Don't have time to try and make my Dad not scared of me? Of us? Don't have time to at least give him more then 20 seconds to processes this news? Don't have time? Really?"

I storm out of the kitchen and up the stairs, turning right at the top towards Dads room. The door is still open and I peek in to make sure he isn't brandishing a baseball bat.

He's actually in his closet pulling down clothes into a duffle bag.

"Uh Dad, are you ok? I'm sorry he did that to you, it was off side." I feel like a little kid standing before a scary adult, telling them they broke a family heirloom vase, or cheated on a test. I can tell he's feeling confused and scared, but I can also feel something else. Something more difficult to read, almost like I can sense the wheels turning in his head in some sort of self realization.

I move over to the bed and sit down on the edge, waiting for a response. As he looks at me from the closet he grabs his almost full bag, walks over and plops it on the floor and takes a seat next to me.

Before speaking he heaves out a big breath. "This has to do with your mother somehow doesn't it?" This shocks the crap out of me.

"Y-yes," I stammer.

"I'm not stupid Stella, I remember everything about her, and I wasn't blind to the fact that she was special somehow. I just... " he trails off, collecting his thoughts. "I just, didn't really want to know, you know?"

"I understand Dad, I do. There are so many things I have learned lately, I just don't know where to begin. I... " Dad cuts me off and grabs my hand.

"Hold up, ok, I get that there are some things going on, but I'll still not ready to hear it yet, not today. Listen, I believe you, but what it more important, are you in danger Stella? Like in real danger? Can I take you somewhere? I mean what can someone like me do to help you? You're my whole life and I can't sit back and do nothing."

"Honestly Dad, you just need to leave and stay safe, everything will be fine, I promise. This just has to blow over a bit and then I will explain everything."

"Are you sure?"

Lying never was my strong point, but I had to win this in spades if I was to keep him safe, and that is all that mattered to me right now.

"Definitely." I pull my lips into a smile and give his hand a squeeze.

"Ok, I'll head to Age's house, call me constantly though, no goofing off, and if this is actually still a ploy to have a party here while I'm gone, then I am so not letting you move to New York. I'll lock you in the basement if I have to."

I laugh a little and reassure him once more that partying is the last thing on my mind right now. I leave him to finish and head back downstairs feeling a huge weight lifted off my shoulders. Just having my Dad know and not want to run screaming from me, gives me false hope that everything is going to be ok. That is until I see Ash's tense face when I re-enter the kitchen.







































Chapter 30

And now the wrath of Gabs




I'm not really sure what she's saying. Well, I can guess but it isn't a flattering picture let me tell you. A jumbled mess of expletives and major insults spewed in a foreign language (or two) that she is very thoroughly enjoying getting off her chest. Sitting on her bed while she paces in front of me, I know better then to move, look at her, or even breathe. Demons may be scary, but they don't hold a candle to this chick.

Driving over here after leaving home, while Ash took off in a huff to meet Hunter, took a lot of effort on my part. Ash was more agitated then normal and anxious to get moving so I hastily packed a bag for myself and took Murrie, heading over here in a subconscious effort. Seeing as how a price was put on my earlobes, I don't have any choice but to make amends with those I have hurt and that meant that I needed to apologize to Gabby.

Snapping back to reality I notice she's stopped yelling and standing in front of me with arms crossed.

"W-E-L-L? Are you going to tell me why you acted so retarded or not?" she spits at me.

"Ok, so here goes. This is probably something you won't believe and I don't blame you, but you have to listen to me and hear me out ok? No interrupting?"

She taps her foot and heaves a sigh. "Fine, fine, just spit it out traître." 

I deserved that. Sitting on the edge of her bed, leaning back on my hands in order to gain a little distance in case she wollops me, I tell her everything. Who Ash is, what I am, what happened between us, what snapped in me to make me act that way. The whole she-bang. She never wavered once, never spoke, never even moved an eyelash; this terrified me even more. As I sidled backwards on the bed just a little further, I ended my spiel with an even bigger apology then I gave from the start, I need her to know I love her, even if she thinks I'm a tool.

"So, that's it, what you saw Ash do in that alley. You were bang on and crap is hitting the fan right now, so I came here to tell you that, that I love you Gabby, and I know this sounds pretty strange and odd and hard to understand, but it's the truth and I need you to know how very very sorry I am for treating you that way. It was unforgivable and awful and I hate myself for acting like that."

Looking up into her eyes, she is literally unreadable. She's just staring at me, no expression, not a flicker. Should I just get up and leave, can you say awk-ward?

Finally she breaks her stance and places her hands on her hips and widens her mouth into a huge grin. Uh-oh.

"Finally! The truth! I knew it! I knew it! You thought I was insane and totally made fun of me idiota!" She leans forward to me as I instinctively lean back in shock over this reaction and envelops me in a big hug.

"Gabby, you're sorta freaking me out. You mean to tell me you believe me?"	

"Of corse I do bella! It all makes sense now. I knew what I saw, and you just couldn't have gotten this hot on your own, I can't believe I didn't think super natural to begin with, duh Gabby!" She slaps her forehead and steps back from the bed brimming with questions.

"So tell me more about what you can do? Oh this is so exciting! Can you like fly? Do your makeup with telekinesis? Make Francine get a tonne of zits or like vomit all over her new boyfriend, who I've got to tell you, I just don't like at ALL."

I cut her off before she makes me perform some voodoo on our senior class.

"Whoa Gabby, not so fast. I'm just learning about what I can do, but actually I came to tell you that I'm in a lot of trouble and I need your help.

"Certainly Stell, I am there for you! What a relief, I thought I was such a loser at Grad, no best friend, no one to make fun of people with, you were such a Bitch!" she says as she playfully slaps my arm and grabs her purse.

"You mean you'll come with me? Just like that? After what I just told you?" I stand up astonished and literally stunned.

"Of corse Stella, what are friends for?"

Her honesty and genuine response make me tear up and grab her in a fierce hug. My eyes turn into Niagara Falls as she hugs me tightly back, telling me everything is going to be ok. For the second time that day, I actually believed it. I hated being wrong.	







































Chapter 31

Home Sweet Base camp




ASH	

Finding a spot that was secluded and deserted wasn't too hard; Spring in Vermont leaves chalets virtually empty until summer kicks in full swing and hiking replaces slaloms. We rented a little 2 bedroom cottage on the far part of the property to ensure privacy and get down to business. Helena gave me a call while at Stellas, with some not so great news. Keeping up a secret relationship with my girlfriends deserter mom doesn't make me happy, but it's the only way to ensure information flow that only a Register employee could access.

According to her sources, we have one thing to fear right now, which doesn't sound too bad, but if you knew anything about the third wick you'd shudder. Apparently word got out to many a folk and it spread to different demon dimensions which caught the unfortunate attention of an Ubiquatar demon who illegally portaled into Michigan about a day ago. Then word got out on his arrival and the rest of the earth wick demons went scurrying. I think that explains his bad assedness enough. Helena is sending over all the info they have on the guy in the next hour or two, so I start setting up the laptop in a mad huff.

"Whoa there bro, do I dare ask what that computer did to you to deserve that beating?" Hunter saunters in the front door carrying a bucket of chicken and 12 pack. Tossing the chicken on the counter and popping the case in the fridge minus one, he heads over to the round dining table that Ash has spread out on. Flipping a chair around, he sits down backwards and gives Ash a big grin.

"So I ask you to go get some food and you come back with a bucket and beers? Great job as always," I say with more edge to my voice then perhaps warranted.

"So now you're going to take it out on me, geez bad day princess?"

My anger was boiling at this point. Whether it had to do with Hunter or not, his attitude was my tipping point. "I guess this is your idea of a little fun eh Hunter? Get some humans killed and watch some horrible demon eat Stellas face off. Great entertainment I know." I turn back to my monitor and start downloading some files.

"Yeah well Asher, if memory serves, this might have been up your alley a few years ago too, so piss off."

"Well thankfully some of us grew up a little."

"You know, I'm all for helping you out. We've known each other for a few decades now, and I think we have a bit of history between us, seen each other go through some Shit, but seriously, this new you really sucks Ass." Hunter downs the rest of the beer in a swift motion.

I remain planted in my seat, trying to work out a plan, ignoring him is better then egging him on I am well aware. As he gets up and heads back to the fridge he starts up again.

"And secondly, I don't even get why we are doing this? I mean, WE could be the ones to sell her off. We could make so much cash on this deal, it would be quite lucrative."

That's it, I've had enough. "What did you say?" I turn in my seat to face him, anger seething through me, nausea filling my gut with the thought of selling Stella myself.

"I'm just sayin'. Don't tell me the thought didn't cross your mind Ash. You might be 'turning over some self righteous new leaf' but I know you better then that." Opening another beer he tosses the cap in the sink. The clink sounds like a sledgehammer in my brain signalling me to attack.

Quickly the room starts to shake as items tip off the edges of the shelves in the kitchen, dishes crash to the floor and a wild wind whips through the living room even though no windows are actually open. I stand to face Hunter as he breaks out into a huge grin.

"Oh so that's how we're gonna play. I got ya, I get it." In a heartbeat a decorative dish that was placed on the coffee table comes whipping at my head. I dunk a second before it hurls past me and crashes into the wall to my right. 

"You don't want to piss me off Hunter, I think even you know better then that." We are having a stare down as the room continues in hurricane mode.

"I would have thought you knew better as well Ash," exclaims Hunter as a dining chair is lifted into the air and thrust into my backside. Now this I wasn't as lucky to dodge. Hurling forward, I fall to my knees but jump back up to my feet, raising my hands as a mini twister forms around Hunter pushing him into the range and back against the wall, pinning him there.

"So high school." Hunter screams through the loud wind storm affecting only him. I turn around just in time to see about 15 pieces of cut wood coming towards my face. Dropping to the floor, my concentration is shot and Hunter breaks out of the wind and comes at me.

"C'mon now, perhaps we had finish this like gentlemen, no?" Hunter leans over me and grabs my shirt, pulling me up and slugging me right in the jaw.

"Since when were you a gentlemen? I hardly think conning your way into the sack with helpless young ladies constitutes admirable behaviour." Hunters expression turns so dark he looks like a wild beast which essentially I guess we all are, deep inside. I kick my legs forward and knock him on his back, crushing the coffee table in one fell swoop. Jumping back on my toes, he quickly retaliates with a large sofa levitating right at me with enough speed to knock me back again hard into the wall, pinning me underneath.

"What the crap is going on in here?!" I hear Stella screech from the front door. Busted.




Hunter and I sit side by side on the large plaid couch, the one that pummelled me into a wall. The room is back to normal save for a bunch of broken dishes and knick knacks which were ugly to begin with. I'm massaging my arm that was dislocated during the couch assault as Hunter remains unscathed but sporting a bruised ego from being found on his back by a couple of chicks, half defeated. I must add that the couch had a pull out bed in it which made it super freakin' heavy.

"It would be real nice to have some confidence that we are all on the same page in this mess now wouldn't it?" Stella stands before us, hands on her hips, Gabs flanking her left with a big smirk on her face, clearly enjoying a good berating session. I glance over at Hunter who is staring at the ground in humiliation and annoyance. I wonder why he is still here anyways considering the way he feels about the whole deal. Maybe he's right. Maybe I have changed that much. Was I really that big of an asshole? He returns my look and gives me a shrug with a lop-sided grin. It's so easy to fight with Hunter, chuck some crap around, yell insults and share a case of beer to make up. Simple.

"I was just teaching your boyfriend here how a real man would take down a freak demon like the Ubiquatar. Wasn't that right Asher." He perks his eyebrows up to me.

I grin back at him, thankful for the fight as it has left me less angry and more relaxed then I've felt in days. Sometimes a little scuffle is all you need to release some tension.

"Ubiqua-what demon? What is that exactly? Sounds bad assed." Gabs pipes up, interest piqued.




STELLA	

Our base camp has developed quite nicely, we had a fancy supper together (hot dogs) and caught a beautiful sunset past the 'Bluebell Bunkie', yes the cottage has one of 'those' names. I might've even been pumped about spending a few days with Gabs and Ash and sometimes Hunter, if the circumstances didn't suck royal Ass. 

Gabs has taken on her research role with a vengeance which I knew she would. Underneath all that euro-sexy is a super smart, mega nerd, with an eye for facts and a great pen chance for getting the job done. While she researched, Hunter is doing whatever Hunter does best I guess, drinking, complaining, popping his feet up on the couch, and poking Gabs now and then with random objects. As a telekinetic, he technically doesn't have to lift a finger, his mind can do that for him, and take advantage he does. Little does he know about the wrath of Gabs, and I can tell her patience is waning. Once she flips out on him, demon or not, he'll cower in defeat. I hope I'm around to see that. A smile starts to form on my lips but it's quickly wiped away as I remember why we are here; some super horrific demon wants to eat me, or sell me, or do God knows what to me.

"Ok focus Stella, you look a million miles away. This is important, try again."

Ash and I have been working out on the side deck for a number of hours now, trying to get me up to par on harnessing my abilities. A crash course in demon fighting skills if you will. It's been frustrating, annoying, maddening, but I 'think' I'm getting at least a little better. I thought I had mastered Ash's power but in fact there is a lot to be said for learning restraint and control. This could have come in real handy a few nights ago with the fire demon. I'm concentrating on building up that one in particular so that it doesn't fry me like bacon. 

"Ok, think about the fire, envision it in the pit of your stomach, control it, make it work for you. Don't let it consume you, no matter what. Focus Stella."

I can totally feel it, burning me from the inside, like I've eaten about 200 Redhots. But it isn't actually painful this time. It feels like pure delicious power surging through me. My eyes are closed and I'm focusing on keeping it in my belly and not letting it out until I can control where it goes. Last thing I want to do is burn a hole in the side of the cottage. 

Carefully opening my eyes I focus on Ash, ever so slowly bringing up the heat into my arms and down into my fingers. I look down and my hands are red and fiery like before, but the heat isn't overtaking me, I'm controlling the surge. Like a human flame thrower.

"Awesome Stell, now try and visualize pulling the heat into your hands, forming a ball in your palms. When you're ready I want you to chuck it into the hot tub but please don't do it until you're ready. Don't rush it or you could burn your sweater right off. On second thought... "

"Har Har. So not the time for second base Ash," I say focusing my sights on the hot tub 10 feet below at the foot of the deck stairs. I've got a wee little fire ball in my hands, sweat beading at my temples and pure dread licking at my neck at the thought of losing my Shit.

I stare at it for a few seconds before willing the courage to flick my palm towards it. A small, but seemingly well orchestrated ball of flames shoots into the water, heaving a big billow of steam into the air with the splash.

I'm so excited I instantly lose focus and the heat starts to burn my fingers and arms. My happiness turns to panic as the intense burn trickles down my back and my hair is lifted from my neck. Ash grabs my hands and winces from the pain but doesn't let go.

"Come back to me Stella, look at me, focus on me, cool down, calm down, control the urge." 

After a few minutes of steady breathing and thinking about ice burgs, I'm back to normal but clearly in need of a cold shower. My clothes are sticking to me and my mouth feels like a sand trap. The chilly spring night air blowing through my hair feels amazing as the sweat turns to little goose bumps. It flows over me like a cool blanket; a welcome sensation following the intense temperature.

Ash has become a bit of a demon whisperer to me. He's the only one who can ground me before my powers take over. Hunter tried to talk me down earlier and I took out one of Murrie's tires in the process (we had a wee funeral for the poor fella). Gabs tried as well, but really just yelled at me to stop, too afraid to come too close. Only the touch of Ash's hands around mine sends instant calm vibes up my arms and into my body; like the antidote to my virus.

So much has changed in the last 24 hours, I can't even articulate the bizarreness. Gabs doing demon research, my Dad actually knowing what I am, sitting in a cabin by the woods throwing hot balls of lava into a hot tub. A little bit overwhelming and a lot to take in. These last few weeks I've felt infected by this demon disease. Desperate to hurl myself into the deep end, unseeing and uncaring for anyone or anything. Willing myself to succumb to the realm and turn my back on humanity. 

I feel almost relieved now with the knowledge of controlling the chaos deep inside me. Of the normalcy which I ran from before. Right now, normal is looking pretty sweet indeed. I know there are still perks about this life, but romanticizing my situation wasn't helping so I gave that up in favour of living until I was 19. A solid goal I think.




GABS	

"So apparently the Ubiquatar has a nickname. The Stepford demon. Hmm, wonder why that is?" I like to 'work' out loud, it helps me focus. I wasn't actually thinking that Hunter would reply.

Hoping up from his lax position on the couch and over to the table surprised me. "Now that I do know." Pulling up a chair he plunks down across from me. "I've heard mostly tall tales about these guys, but the reason being is that aside from being a mean S.O.B, they have the power to control your mind - like you're a Stepford-bot, or whatever that 70's movie was about."

"Gee that sounds great. What else might that small cranium be able to remember?"

"I'll have you know, Princess, that I have a few extra years of experience over your naive little existence so show a little respect." Touché. He returns back to his spiel.

"So. If memory serves, I heard of a guy that had a run-in with one about 2 decades ago. They don't come to earth very often as they have to enter illegally and it's a bit of a pain in the arse. Our border laws are pretty strict, which I can tell surprises you by the look on that pretty young face." He shoots me a big grin; man I hate condescension from chauvinistic Assholes. I grit my teeth to control the lashing I so want to bestow. Arguing isn't going to help Stella right now though.

"Ok, ok, I'm young, point taken. Now get on with it," I fire back.

"I guess this guy was pretty unique, I think he had the ability to raise the dead, which in theory would seem like a good ability and it's pretty rare too, but it's just too dark and creepy for me. I don't have a lot of morals but I do know it goes against nature; not something to Fuck with." A pen begins to float between us over the table. I'd have to say that Hunter was a guy who can't sit still for a second; attention deficit in the extreme.

"Anyways, he summoned a Stepford demon, which instantly gave the Ubi access to the earth wick, illegal or not. Sort of like an open border, but an offence which is punishable by death. No free tickets in this dimension. Something to note in case you thought about summoning a hot demon yourself someday." He gives me a wink. Gag.

"Apparently he wanted to form a partnership with this thing and had the notion that if he granted it access to earth, there would be rewards beyond belief. Idiot. He was too cocky in his ability and too stupid to understand the lack of humanity of this demons home wick. Dude didn't stand a chance. The Stepford overtook his mind and forced him to cut out his own tongue and eat it."

Bile has risen into my mouth thinking of this monster doing that to Stella.

"Oh and then he made him chop up the rest of his own body parts. Stepford's don't like to do the work themselves I guess; I suppose it would get pretty messy. Thankfully for that guy, he bled out pretty quick and the demon had to suck it up and finish the job. He got caught by The Register a few days later, holed up in a swanky resort in New York state eating another poor bastard with a side of caviar and a pricey merlot." The pen falls to the table between us as Hunter looks back at me with a smile. So cavalier, no fear. How are we going to get through this mess? My hands have started to shake and I feel like I could really throw up. I get up and launch myself into the bathroom before I get the chance to embarrass my young myself.

Hunter yells from the other room. "Weak stomach Princess? Too bad!" I can hear him laughing as splash cold water on my face. Bastard.







































Chapter 32

D-Day




STELLA

The smell of smoke is making me cough up a lung. I'm sidestepping the rubble as best I can, but still tripping continually as I try to run down the hall. I can tell the hall used to be very pristine, like a research facility, and pure white everywhere. Right now it looks like a war zone.

I'm checking each and every small window, looking in on empty room after empty room, constantly searching. For what, I'm not so sure, but I'm frantic. At the end of this hallway is a big room, like a cafeteria. Actually I think it is a real cafeteria, I can see table trays and spilled food, and upturned chairs and tables. Over in the distance I see a row of booths with people actually still just sitting in them, playing cards?

I run over in warning to them, but they are completely ignoring me like I'm invisible. Words tumble out of my mouth but I sound like a grown up in a Charlie Brown cartoon, all wonky and distorted. No wonder they can't understand me. I turn around and try to distinguish anything else that might seem familiar to me, the smoke is so thick I've pulled up my shirt to cover my mouth in order to breathe in something less toxic.

Debris is still falling from the ceiling, but at a slower pace. It's as if there was a bomb and this is the after math. Could the whole building be ready to collapse? What am I still doing here, how do I get out?! I turn back to the poker players and try to ask this question, but again, nothing is making any sense, I can't spit out anything coherent.

Pounding my fists on their table to get their attention seems to have worked and they look up at me like I'm a rude waitress, interrupting their good times. Out of the four guys, three look very normal, mid-thirties, nerdy types, one even has on reading glasses which he takes off to clean every few minutes. The fourth is something a little different, he has horns in the side of his head, and his hands which appear to be the only bare skin showing, are covered with scales and claws, not human at all. I'm staring at him but not afraid of him, just curious. He motions behind me with his right claw, indicating something I should be interested in, then flashes a big smile, revealing row after row of stained pointed teeth. Still, this doesn't frighten me, I can sense he is of no threat.

Spinning around I see an area in the far corner of the room which I didn't before. The smoke has cleared up a bit revealing a giant crater in the floor. Racing over to it, I trip on a few chairs and slip over some spilled milk - that seems kinda ironic doesn't it? I feel magnetically pulled to the hole though, so I immediately get up and keep running.

Peering down into the gapping space, I see lots of debris as it opens into another big room, this one filled with bookcases and filing cabinets, all toppled over. On the right, almost missing it, I see a pair of legs. There is something very familiar about those legs, but they are pinned underneath a big stack of books, I'm unable to see who they belong to.

Climbing down the broken pipes and jumping to the top of one standing bookcase, I quickly make my way down into the room. Flinging book after book off of the legs, I now know who they belong to. They belong to Ash. This makes my heart thud so loudly in my ears I can barely breathe. There just seems to be more and more books on top of him the faster I move. Finally I get to his torso and face; he's unconscious but I still feel a life force flowing through him, albeit very faint. Screaming on the top of my lungs I lean over him and lift his head and body into my arms. Blood is pouring all over me, mixing with the heavy flow of tears and constant dust and smoke. My voice can't get out the words, I'm screaming and absolutely no one can hear me, nor are they going to help me. This is the part when I wake up.

Sitting up in bed, slick with sweat and somehow tasting smoke on my tastebuds, I don't know if I've screamed and woken myself up, or just been jolted out of the new nightmare I keep on having. I haven't had the other one in awhile, since I met Ash actually. But this one is new. Horrible and new. I never get past that moment, it's just a repetitive loop that I can't kick. How some people dream about rainbows and kittens, I'll never be able to relate. Lately they've become more intense and vivid, and perhaps now I know why.

Flipping back the covers, I hear a little rustle of paper that's been placed beside me. Grabbing the note, I already know it's from Ash. I guess who else would it be right? He and Hunter have gone to town to see if they can get any more news on this demon. All the info Ash gathered for Gabby to review from his Register contact has been very helpful but sometimes you need to get out there and use your street smarts for more; or if that fails, they'll beat it out of them. Nice.

Opening the door to the kitchen, the smell of coffee hits me right away with Gabby sitting where I left her last night at the kitchen table, surrounded by loads of hand written notes, her hair messily up in a bun with a few pencils poking out.

"Morning bella, how'd you sleep?" she asks, swivelling to greet me.

"Aw you know, demon nightmares, hot sweats, itchy hotel bedding, the usual. You?"

"Same." She spins back to the laptop after giving me an encouraging smile as I shuffle to the coffee machine. 

"Thanks for making this, I need a good dose of caffeine this morning." Taking a seat beside her, I push the papers towards the middle, reading a few notes she's written. It seems she's learned quite a bit about the demon world in the last 24hrs. Impressive.

"So any new news?"

"Not really. I mean, I've done some background on him which wasn't too substantial, but what's been quite interesting is researching the wick he comes from. It's unbelievable really, the conditions they thrive in. Freezing cold, no sun, like ever, no human could actually survive the cold if thrown into that dimension, it's truly awful. Makes me want to hit a tanning bed and enjoy some warmth." She shrugs up her shoulders in a shiver.

"I guess The Register has it's work cut out for them, keeping those demons outta dodge."

"Ya, and that's the other interesting thing. The Register. Hunter was actually being helpful last night and filled me in on some of the work they do there, I know, Hell hath frozen over. Did you know there was like one or more offices in each and every state, including a whole whack abroad too. The number of employees is also staggering, but what is super cool is the way they've kept their existence all a secret from us humans," she says making quote marks in the air. "I mean I don't know if Hunter was 100% honest in his answers, those chances are pretty slim, but there have been some pret-ty famous demons that you and I have both heard of. The Register can actually perform a glamour on them to make it look like they're aging and then they just die off in our world, disappear for a few decades and do it all again."

"Wow, that's really neat Gabs," I say feebly, taking a long drink and enjoying the burn as it makes its' way down. 

"Shit dude, I'm sorry. I'm babbling again. What I'm terribly getting at is the hope that they might be actually able to help us. Grab him before he gets to town. They've set up a perimeter watch along the Pennsylvania/New York border which is great, something to be hopeful about right?"

"Definitely. You're right Gabby, this could all blow over by tomorrow and he could be caught and sent back and all would be back to usual right?" I smile hopefully at her as a whip of wind comes at my back, the front door flinging open.

"Ok so, the Shit eater got through the perimeter, we are royally screwed." Hunter bursts through the door with the news, Ash trailing behind with a grimace.

"Alright then, Plan B. Here's to not dying today." I hold up my mug and down it all in one gulp. 







































Chapter 33

Plan B




"So that's it, The Register won't be helping us any further? I just don't get it?! They are going to wait until I get chopped into little pieces before they act on this? That is so effed up!" Agitated and pacing, this news was not what I wanted to hear.

Ash has been trying to calm me down to no avail, I'm furious. "Stella, you have to understand that The Register has no knowledge of you right now. You were never profiled by your mother, and so technically you don't exist. They were going on a strong tip that this demon portaled in but they have no idea why or whom he is coming after and I think it would be better if we kept it that way. They are searching for this guy but only because he somehow made it through an illegal portal. As far as they know, he came to earth and went to Disney World."

"Yeah, how did he even get through here anyways?" Pipes Gabby.

"My source tells me they don't know who helped him, just that they got tips on the portal, who came through it, and that he was heading east."

"But don't you think they would help us if they knew about me? I mean, maybe it would be better to come clean and sign me up?" 

"No Stella, that wouldn't be good at all. Trust me on this, it's better that they don't know about you at all." Ash is firm and not budging an inch.

"Ash is actually right, I mean, The Register can do some good deeds but at the end of the day, they seek their own best interests and protecting demons isn't actually a priority. Maintaining control and anonymity is paramount. Right now all they care about is how this illegal portal made them look weak and inefficient," Hunter interjects. "We live mostly civilized here on earth, but sometimes the powers that be like to turn their head, let the demons duke it out and clean up their own messes."

I plunk down on the couch, with my head in my hands. Ash rubs his hand up and down my back, easing my tension a bit.

"Ok so what are we facing here?" I ask.

"From what we gathered last night, word is out that he passed the border after midnight which would mean that he could be here already," Ash answered.

"Well from what I've read on him, I think he'll wait a bit before seeking you out Stells." Gabs jumps up from the couch and grabs some of her papers from the table, deciphering her notes. 

"Apparently they are a bit like a human with OCD. They are quite meticulous in their planning and don't like to jump into things blindly," she reads, "which is interesting considering where they actually live." Gabs trails off reading through the rest of the page in silence until she gets to the part she was searching for.

"The Ubiquatar demon requires a certain standard while performing their rituals and will sometimes spend days in planning before execution." She looks up from her paper. "My hunch is that he'll check into a hotel in town and start his preparations."

"God Gabby, that is great. Ok let's get on the horn to the local hot spots seeing as they have higher then normal standards and see if we can find out where he's staying. It could work to our advantage to impede his planning, dropping hints that you've been taken by another demon thereby encouraging him to act a little off the cuff. It might just ruffle his feathers enough to get him to make a mistake," Ash states, getting up to grab a mug from the cupboard. 

"The Willow would have to be the best place in town. They have giant suites that he'd probably be drawn to for privacy?" Gabby adds.

"Thanks, I'll give them a call." Ash grabs his phone and heads into the bedroom. Seeing those two jump into action makes me feel guilty and useless. These people are laying their life on the line because of me, and I'm just sitting here doing nothing.

"So Gabby, tell me how would a properly chaste girl like you would know all about big sex suites at the local hotel? Got a secret fetish I would love to meet?" Hunter raises his eyebrows and kicks his boots up onto the couch to spread out. Gabby flips him the bird without looking over, continuing to gather her papers together.

I guess I'm not the only useless one. 




A few hours later we are gearing up to leave. It's early afternoon but might as well get this moving as fast as we can, the sitting around is killing me. Gabby's hunch was right, a guy matching his description checked into The Willow this morning. Hunter just left, eager to get in on the action. He'll play our decoy and get this Ass to come search for us in the woods. Ash is getting his backpack of weapons together, checking and double checking until it makes me insane. Gabby is standing nervously behind him, peering over his shoulder and making him irritated as she asks a zillion questions. He doesn't retaliate though, knowing we are all under a lot of pressure and we certainly don't need any arguments right now. For that I am so grateful. My head is swimming with questions, scary scenarios and curiosity on whether we'll all make it out alive. I'm not too optimistic.

I haven't had a moment alone with Ash since last night. I want to be able to say good-bye but I know he's been avoiding that conversation like the plague. 

"Ok so promise me you will be careful and no one is going to die today." Gabby is standing in front of me, nervously running her fingers through her hair, worry etched all over her face. It must be pretty bad to be the one stuck behind too. She'll have no idea how it ends until someone comes back to tell her. IF there is someone to come back at all.

"I promise Gabriella." I lean forward and give her a strong hug that lasts a little too long. I breathe in her familiar shampoo scent which comforts me. It makes me remember the simpler times between us and reminds me of the dumb things we used to stress about, like mid-terms and prom dresses. God I'd give anything to give a crap about that again.

Pulling away, I see Ash standing behind her ready to go. He fakes a smile that never reaches his eyes.

"Ready to kick some demon ass team Grey? I say with attempted enthusiasm.

"Born ready."




Hiking through the woods in silence, neither of us have the words to articulate the feeling between us. Funny where life takes you. Last time we were here together it was my 18th birthday. Good times seem to surround us. 

I chose a particular clearing I was familiar with because of the advantage the forest would give. Ample hiding spots for Ash and a large area for him to cause a sinkhole big enough to take the demon out.

Basically the plan is to get the earth to swallow him up, disorienting him enough so that Ash could come out and take him by surprise. The only known kill method is to chop off his head. Yup, killing him couldn't have been easy right - the only thing that would do the trick is decapitation. Nice.

Once we reach the clearing, Ash paces around the spot figuring out the best place for him to be. He's talking aloud but I can't hear a thing he's saying.

"Ash can you stop for a second?"

"What?" Not stopping at all, he's still circling like mad. "Yes I think this place would be the best spot for me to get into. Lots of ways to keep and eye on you and also close enough for me to get to him once the ground opens... "

"STOP!" I impatiently yell.

"What?" This gets him to pay attention at least.

"Can we just take a second and talk about what's going to happen here Ash?"

"Uh Stella, I think that was what I was doing." And he continues pacing about. I turn to grab his arm and force him to stop and listen to me.

"That isn't what I meant and you know it."

He's breaking I can tell. "Look Stella, what do you want me to say, everything is going to be ok? My God I WISH I could say that and believe it. I wish so many things right now. But what I wish most is that you don't actually make me say good-bye to you right now cause I don't think I could take it." Stepping back from my grasp to regain control, he runs his hands through his hair and stares everywhere but at my face.

"You know, that was what I first loved about you." Changing the subject I continue. "You running your hands through your hair like that. It made me crazy for you." I smile at him as he looks back at me with a confused look on his face.

"I remember you did it that first day at school when we met. You came up behind me at the vending machines, completely in control and knowing what effect you were having on me. Then you ran your fingers through your hair and the deal was done, I was smitten."

He finally smiles back. "Smitten eh? What time dimension are you from anyways?"

"Well I was Ash. I still am, I always will be, you know." My body is aching for his touch, for him to hold me and never let go. We stare into each others eyes, letting this last peaceful moment envelop us. As he slowly moves towards me, my breath catches in my throat, the effect he has on me never lessening.

Grabbing me gently, he holds my face in his hands and slowly leans in to kiss me. A soft kiss but one with meaning that perhaps this is the last real moment we will share together. This thought makes me shiver and want more. I entwine my arms up his neck and through his hair pulling him closer to me, annoyed by the layers separating us. Unable to hold back anymore he pushes me against the large rock behind me, running his hands through my hair, down my neck and back, pulling me closer and lifting me up onto the hard stone. Wrapping my legs around him he pulls his hands from my waist and down my thighs, pulling me closer as he breaks from my lips and travels his kisses down my throat and neck. Heaving a sigh, I pull back and look deep into his eyes. I can see the passion ready to take control of him, or both of us.

"I love you," I whisper.

Breathless he responds. "There are no words to describe what I feel for you Stella." He buries his face in my neck and holds me so tight I can't breathe. That's exactly what we needed.

"I wonder when we'll actually be able to get past second base?" I joke to break the tension.

Ash pulls back and looks me square in the face. "If we get out of this alive, believe me, it won't be long. Not long at ALL." He smiles a big real smile as I go red in the face at the thought. 

"Ok, well, let's get this show on the road shall we. There is some butt to be kicked and I refuse to die today."

"That's my girl." Ash says as he turns to unpack his weapons.







































Chapter 34

The Big Bad




HUNTER

Thank Hell it's a Sunday night; not much happening in old Alessa. Not that I think it would be more hopin' on a Friday, but the less humans the better. I've been hanging here at The Willow and Gabby wasn't lying, it's a pretty nice spot. My job is to wait for old Ubi, so I've made a nice dent in a very pricey Hennessy. I 'borrowed' Ash's credit card, knowing he owes me at least this much. I have no idea what has gone off in his little brain here but he has definitely fallen off his rocker. He's different, and I'm not sure I like it. We've had our scuffles in the past but I've never seen him so hung up on a chick. 

I owe him enough to help him out here, but I can't say that it's going to turn out alright. In fact, I am pretty sure Shit's going to go down in a handbag. My confidence in this escalates as I spot my target entering the dining room around six. It isn't hard for me to tell him apart from the humans. In fact I'm shocked that even they can't see the difference. Or perhaps they can as the hostess places him in a corner booth, away from most of the patrons. I'm sure the temperature in the room has dropped at least five degrees with his presence. Gabby's mention of the bitter cold in his dimension must be ingrained in his genetic make-up.

He senses me after a few seconds, glancing up from his table with a slow and seemingly disinterested gaze. It isn't helping my prediction on the outcome of tonight with the understanding that he isn't the least bit concerned with another demon in his presence. He sets his eyes on mine with a blank curiosity, lingering for only a few seconds as he returns to his slow but meticulous task of inspecting his cutlery and re-organizing his table. OCD - no kidding. 

He's a pretty average looking guy, short brown hair, slicked to perfection with some sort of grooming product. He's tall and slim and sporting a very well pressed light grey suit and black tie. It doesn't exactly fit him perfectly and makes me wonder from what poor sucker it used to belong.

I watch him for a few minutes, until I finish my glass, but I don't want to piss him off yet or I'll end up mind Fucked into a killing spree. I nod to him as I leave the room, receiving a sickly half smile raising the hairs on the back of my neck. Bile builds in my throat and my whole body goes cold in fear from this brief moment of interaction. How could a little unassuming guy have that much power? It's evident though, the evil is permeating through his pores and it's making me panic. Now that's something that doesn't happen every day. 

He knows I'm here, now all I can do is wait for him to come to me. And he will. I head outside and down the street, parking myself on a bench until he's ready to make nice. After about an hour, The Willow's front door opens and he walks out sporting an oversized trench coat to match the suit. Immediately turning in my direction, he spots me and starts his slow walk over. I've been reading the paper so I fold it in half and place it on the bench as he approaches and I stand up. 

It had been a nice evening, quiet with a warm breeze, but since he's come outside, clouds have rolled in and a brisk wind has picked up considerably. Another tip Gabs was able to uncover about this demon; they can also control the weather - this just keeps getting better and better.

I'm about a few inches taller then him, but it doesn't make me feel more powerful. In fact I feel quite the opposite.

"Obviously you are looking for me demon. To what do I owe the pleasure?" His voice drips with sarcasm and I can tell he's more then a little pissed off.

"I, uh, heard it through the grapevine that you were looking for a particular young girl." 

"Is that so." His lips curve up into a terrifying grin as he buttons up his coat to the neck.

"Well I happen to know where she's hiding."

"Bravo for you," he replies, carefully smoothing out the few wrinkles in the fabric. "But what, might I ask, would you know about my particular affairs?" Finished his task he sets his eyes back on mine, sending a bolt of fear through my veins.

"I know more than you think."

A flicker of something flashes in his eyes, I'm definitely pissing him off, time to switch gears. "I was in the area when I heard about you coming to town and I thought perhaps you could use my help," I lie.

He laughs out loud at his. A terrifying sound that I know will give me the willies for weeks to come as he opens his mouth and leans back into the gesture. His teeth seem normal upon first glance but staring into his mouth I can see they are slightly more pointed then regular teeth and there seem to be way more of them. Little tiny daggers lining the perimeter of his lips; all the better eat your abdomen, I suppose.

"I doubt that. Now please do not follow me anymore." He turns around to leave. Shit.

"Someone else got to her already you know." I call after him as he stops mid stride. Turning to face me, I can feel my whole body go numb, unable to move a muscle. Suddenly it's his voice I hear in my head, not my own. His lips aren't moving but I can hear his thoughts.

Do you know what I can do to you demon? If you are lying to me, do you have any idea what will happen? He steps closer, leaning into me, his hot breath on my face. This feeling is worst then anything I could imagine; I am literally paralyzed and unable to even speak unless he allows it. He can see the fear in my eyes which answers his question quite definitely.

"I don't play games and I certainly don't appreciate threats from a fool like you," he says this out loud and releases my mouth in order to speak. 

"I'm sorry sir, I just thought you'd want to know and perhaps reward me for the information." Beads of sweat are trickling down my temples as I struggle to move anything from the neck down.

"Reward? What makes you think that I would reward you for anything when I could control you to walk in front of a bus the moment you told me what I needed?" A slimy smile spreads across his pink wet lips as trickles of panic go shooting down my spine. Still able to speak, I blurt out.

"I have friends who work at The Register. I could get them to stop looking for you." 

"And what would you want in return?" he snaps.

"I would tell you where they took the girl, you would let me tag along." This part makes me almost gag. "You could give me a part of her. Just a small part, but, I've heard her power is great. Greater than I've ever seen. Just a small piece would be all I'd ask for."

"You dare to bargain with me?" He leans into me so close I can smell his hot, fetid breath. Evidently he had a very rare steak for dinner - big surprise.

"Do we have a deal or not?" I say with more confidence then I feel.

He leans back a little bit, thinking my offer through. 

"We have a deal," he answers with a sick lop sided grin. "Now where is the demon girl? Who has taken what is mine?"

"I don't know his name, but I followed them to the old conservation area this afternoon. I think he's going to prepare the ritual out there, where it's desolate and they're alone."

I think I've done it, he's definitely ruffled at this change of plans. I can see it's almost physically painful for him to handle. For him to show any sign of weakness is not something he is familiar with. Hopefully it's enough for him to make a mistake. The question now is whether he'll just kill me or not care enough about me and let me go.	

Stepping back from me he straightens his jacket and tie, trying to regain his composure. He uses the palm of his hand to smooth back the grease in his hair. 

"If you happen to be lying to me demon, then Hell help you because nothing that Satan could do would be the slightest in comparison to what I can do to you myself." He mentions this like he's talking about the weather. Once again calm and collected. 

"I don't have any more use of you. The Register is ineffectual to me as are you. I will let you live. But don't ever try and bargain with me again demon, or I will make you eat your own testicles," he hisses and turns and walks away.

I am still unable to move, his power is all consuming and the last thing that goes through my mind is what evil Asher and Stella have coming for them. Everything goes black as my own hand swings up and punches myself square in the face with a force I had no idea I possessed. He actually made me knock myself out. It'd be funny if I could laugh.




Standing supposedly alone in these woods, waiting - just waiting is worse torture then I imagined. Ash has made himself scarce, not telling me where he's hiding for fear I will give him away. I've situated myself up on top of a big rock, pulling my knees into my chest. The air was warm earlier, but night is settling in and the chill has crept into my bones. I feel Ash near which is about the only comfort I have right now. I worry that he is too close, that HE will sense Ash as well. We have no choice, we have only one chance. A million thoughts ring through my brain but only one stays in the forefront. Control. Stay in control.

I look to the sky to see the clouds rolling in, dark and ominous, hmmm, how telling of the situation. Getting up from the rock, I feel numb and unsure of why I just did that. I can't move my arms anymore and my lips won't move an inch to scream. I'm standing rigid in the middle of the clearing, waiting. He's here.	

Involuntarily my head swivels to the right to see a very unassuming man standing beside a large spruce.

"So either I was tricked or you are extremely stupid. Or both. Which do you think it is?" his nauseating voice piercing the silent air, sending thrums of panic throughout my body.

"Oh right. You can't answer me. Well let me speak for you. I think you are extremely stupid." He tsked a few times shaking his head back and forth but not losing eye contact with me as he crept closer. "Doesn't bode very well to your circumstance I'm afraid. Certainly not to that bumbling cretan from town. Interesting how some of you earth demons think you are much smarter then the rest of us. When will you ever learn?"

Standing before me, he looks very normal, but I can tell that he is anything but. Sinister, wicked, sick, twisted - anything but average I'm afraid. Lifting his hand, he moves his fingers to the side of my cheek, careful not to touch my skin, and shifts my chin from side to side, as if sizing up his prize. What a strange sensation it is to be unable to punch him in the face, which is exactly what my body is screaming to do. I feel as if my whole insides are on fire, willing myself to move and yet I remain still as a statue.

"I think a nice treat you will make; pretty young thing like yourself. Such incredible power too, I can't wait to taste you." Licking his lips he comes close, about an inch from my face, closing his eyes, inhaling my smell, savouring the aroma. If I could manage to retch right now, I would.

"You can come out now too," speaking a little louder, "come and join your friend," he says, still keeping his eyes on me. Ash comes walking out from behind a group of pines, still holding a broad sword but definitely under his mind control as well.

"You seriously didn't think you were going to be able to out smart me, did you?" Turning his gaze to Ash he smiles a sick and twisted grin that fuels the rage burning inside of me. I'm not sure how I could have anticipated this feeling, but nothing has prepared me for the awful, helpless, self loathing that has accompanied it. 

Forcing Ash to stand right next to me, he looks back and forth, dissecting us with his beady little eyes. "Interesting little faction you got going here. Tall, dark and handsome imbecile in town. Beautiful, young girl right here," he says gesturing to me with fingers that are long and thin. Way too long to be human if you were paying attention. His nails are narrow and slightly pointed but manicured to perfection with a hint or pink staining the tips. Moving over to stand right in front of Ash, "And perhaps you are the boyfriend?" Leaning in, he closes his eyes and deeply breathes his scent. A sick smile forms on his lips like he's sampling a fine wine, "Yes, I think this is turning out better than I expected." He turns to pace around us, knowing he has won and desiring the gloat like it's an aphrodisiac.

"You know though. I have already eaten a lovely meal down at the local Hotel tonight, so perhaps we have a little bit of fun before we head off on our way, shall we?" The sun has dropped behind the hills as twilight descends, transforming the once pretty clearing into deathly purple shadows. We were so dumb to have come here, secluded, all alone. We've basically handed ourselves over to him on a silver platter, pardon the pun. 

Smiling back at us he orchestrates the show. Under his control, Ash turns towards me and I to him. He has us facing each other so close that I can see the incredible fear in Ash's eyes. A small trickle of a tear races down my face, as my mind frantically runs through all the things he could make us do to each other. Ash lifts up the sword in his right hand as I lift my left arm out towards him. Slicing a huge gash through my sweatshirt and down the length of my arm, blood begins to pour out and drip onto the fallen pine needles. It looks black in the recent darkness and forms a small pool between us. A jolt of pain that I have never before experienced rips through my arm. It feels like I'm in one of my nightmares, unable to cry out, my feet planted firmly like cement. More tears run down my face even though I try to will them to stop. I know Ash would be dying inside for what he's doing, and my blatting isn't going to help anyone. It doesn't stop even as the pain subsides to a dull numbness; my body retreating into shock. I can still feel the blood running down my forearm and fingers though. It feels hot on my skin, like snakes coiling down my fingers. 

"Isn't this fun!" He boysihly claps his hands together as if he's at some sort of circus show. "However, I think it's so much better to see flesh opening in front of your eyes, then through stifling clothes, don't you? Please my dear, do the honours will you?"

My hands move up towards my hoodie and slowly slide the zipper down to the bottom. The pain in my arm has returned and it is unbearable, like a hot poker digging itself in my flesh. My eyes are still trained on Ash and to be honest, I have no interest in looking down at what is to happen. Peeling back the sweater, I pull the long sleeved tee and tank top over my head and drop it to my feet. I am now only wearing my bra. Ash then holds up the sword and slides the blade left to right across my abdomen, pain exploding in my stomach. This time he has forced both my hands up to catch the flow of blood as I rub it into my flesh like lotion. A sauce for him to savour.

A sigh exits his mouth in eagerness, mixed with a sick excitement that he's getting from this game. I can only stare back at Ash, begging with my eyes for him to forgive himself. I can only pray it will be over soon. The Ubiquatar walks closer and forces Ash to reach up and run his fingers in my blood, soaking his palms as well. If I happen to live through this, which I very much doubt at this point, the look in Ash's eyes will haunt me until the day I die. 

With a shaking hand, the demon takes Ash's bloodied hands and rubs them over his own cheeks and neck, soiling his freshly pressed coat and licking his fingers one by one, relishing the chaos it brings him. I automatically turn my eyes to look for a second, feeling even more detached and frozen. I don't think I will last much longer without passing out and for that I am grateful. He's getting off on a sick sexual level. It's consuming his whole being. I can feel his excitement over my mutilation building in him like an inferno. I don't think he will be able to wait much longer. 

"Yes, I do like the taste of you very much. Let's see some more, shall we?" he says with a shake to his voice, a giddy anticipation. Moving to position himself behind me, he places a much smaller knife into my hands and forces my grip to clasp around it. He is still careful not to touch me.

"Let's see where this will take us... " He trails off as I take the dagger and plunge it forcefully into Ash's stomach. Although the pain must be excruciating, Ash stands perfectly still, tears spilling down both our faces now. A deep red stain begins to spread from the wound and fills Ash's shirt in seconds, pouring so much blood I am sure it is fatal. The colour has instantly drained from Ash's face and I know it will only be a matter of time before he dies right in front of me, by my own hand.

"Yes, I think you will be enough for me my dear. No sense being glutinous. However, it is time for him to leave us, and for us to leave from here." The blood is pouring out faster and faster as Ash's eyelids start to flicker. At least one of my prayers have been answered. His death has been fairly quick and he won't have to suffer much longer. Dropping my hold on the knife as it remains pierced in his stomach, I turn around to walk behind the demon although I know he will have to carry me soon, the life is draining out of my body and soon I will collapse. After a few steps he stops me and hesitates; turning back, as if pondering a question.

"Oh yes, by the way, can you recommend a lovely place where we can go to be alone. I'm thinking The Willow wouldn't be quite appropriate now would it with the state you are in right now. Might draw a small bit of attention?" His mouth spread up into a huge grin, thinking he's the most clever and funniest a-hole ever. Before he can begin his maniacal laugh which I know he is going to do, I feel a immense spray of hot liquid splashing against my face. Before I am able to move I see the sick bastards head fall forward, detached from his neck and to the ground, followed by his limp body.

Behind him stands Hunter, brandishing a large sword and an even larger black eye, split lip and huge gash down his cheek.

"That's for ruining my perfect face, dick."

Then everything went black.







































Chapter 35

Recovery's a Bitch




Opening my eyes has never hurt so much or taken so long. Focusing was even harder but I can tell it's dark and I'm back in my own bed. I'm still half asleep and unsure how I got here. As my eyes adjust I glance at my clock declaring 3AM as the time. Was it all a dream? The whole thing? Leaning over on my side I can hear the crinkling of bandages as a pain like no other shoots through my stomach. Looking down I peel back the tape, revealing a long, thick red line where the sword opened my flesh. Nope not a dream. A feeling of relief passes over me which I really didn't expect. You'd think after my encounter with the Ubiquatar, I would have killed for it to be a dream. Bad choice of words perhaps. Suddenly my memory of Ash comes rushing back as panic grips my soul.

Pulling back the covers I hastily pull my legs over the side, and stand up. Pain burns my belly and arm, but my need to find him trumps everything. Fumbling in the dark I make my way downstairs to the kitchen where I find Gabs and Hunter. I'm completely disorientated and tripping over my own toes almost every step of the way.

"Well Hi there! Sleeping beauty has risen," he says with a grin and throws down the magazine he was thumbing through. This wakes the sleeping Gabby next to him as she bolts upright and runs over to me, arms open. She was a little too boisterous though and knocks me back, sending fresh pain waves through my middle.

"Oh Shit! Sorry Stella, did I make it worse?" She pulls back and lifts up my tank to see better. Leaning slightly forward but no real worse for wear I tell her it's ok.

"Give the poor chick some space Princess, she just got sliced open like a Christmas ham you know." Hunter doesn't get up but places his arm on the back of the couch to join in. His face looks much better, but still could use a few days healing time.

"Where's Ash?" I squeak out, my voice sounding strained and foreign.

Gabby replies. "It's ok Stella. He's up in your Dad's room resting. He lost a lot of blood... "

I turn too quickly, feeling dizzy but still pushing forward to see him. Booking it up the stairs as fast I can, I barrel through the double doors and see Ash asleep on the bed. The moonlight is coming in from the window and shining right on his face. He looks so peaceful and serene. Slowing walking over to him I crawl up onto the bed, careful not to disturb him and cuddle up next to him, unbelieving that we actually survived the night. His breathing is shallow but steady as I lean in to press myself as close to him as possible. Just being near to him, knowing he's alive, my body gives out once again today and I fall into a deep sleep beside him.




ASH

Blinking my eyes to adjust to the sunshine beaming through the window, I'm confused as to where the hell I am. I feel a warm body next to me as I slowly creak my neck to the left and see her. She is alive. I can't believe it. She's alive, right next to me, and drooling all over that pillow.

Stirring slightly she begins to wake up. I can tell she was pretty out of it, and it takes a little while for her to gain her consciousness. I don't mind, not one bit. I am content to just sit and stare at her right now, I've never seen anything so beautiful.

Memories of what happen flood my mind, slicing her skin, the sensation of her blood on my hands. I've never experienced anything remotely as grotesque as that. Being unable to move and inflicting so much pain in Stella was unbearable. No words can describe the helplessness, the anger, the disgust. I push these dark thoughts away for the moment, I'll deal with them later. Right now I just want to look at her.

When her eyes finally open, she sees me awake and launches herself over me sending huge pain waves into my gut. As I flinch back, she realizes what she's done.

"Oh Crap! I am so so sorry Ash! Are you ok, did I tear the wound?" 

"I don't think so. I think I'm ok." I lie. I'm pretty sure she did but I don't care. Lying still to avoid more damage I search Stella's face for answers. She looks alright considering she was sliced open too, but there are dark circles under her eyes and a gaunt look in her once rosy and beautiful cheeks.

"No wait. Scratch that. I'm better then ok Stella. Can you enlighten me on how in hell we managed to walk away from that?"

"I wouldn't say either of us are walking right now," she says with a huge smile. 

"Yeah, good point," I say in a bit of a laugh which wasn't smart, feeling the gash opening further.  I try to smile back at her though as she rolls over off the bed. "Wait, where are you going?" I ask.

"I'm going to get Hunter, I think we owe him big time for saving our asses and I'm sure he's dying to get some gloating in. Must be absolutely killing him down there!"




STELLA		

A few days have passed and Ash is feeling much better. I've pretty much healed up, as well as Hunter's face. Gabby finally went back home after I couldn't take the constant bickering between her and Hunter anymore and Dad came back to this house of weird. He has been surprisingly amazing through all of this though and we've had some long talks about mom which I think he's starting to be ok about. Shocking really, with all this new stuff we've thrown at him. 

After way too many jokes on saving our asses and cleaning up the demon mess we made, I demanded that Hunter take Ash back to the lodge. Ash needs to rest and get back up to 100% which would be a lot easier if he wasn't here with me constantly squeezing him. I can't help it though. As non-tactile as I usually am, I am just uber grateful we are all still alive. I don't really know how, but I'm pretty sure it was plain dumb luck.

I've just finished getting ready for the day and am about to head over to the Lodge and bring some homemade soup to the guys when the door bell rings. Dad's gone to work already so I jog downstairs and fling open the door. Standing before me is a drop dead gorgeous woman with long blond hair and an eerily familiar face.

"Can I help you?" I say.

"Hi Stella," she replies. My nerve endings spring up at the sound of her voice.

"How do you know who I am? Who are you?" I ask.

"I'm your Mother Stella, and I think it's time we had a little talk."
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