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      The visions aren’t real. Riley repeated those words like a mantra as she sat in Dr. Henry’s waiting room.

      Riley appreciated being alone in the small room. The framed artwork on the beige walls imbued a splash of colour in the otherwise muted decor. The coffee table was covered with glossy magazines and a single cardboard holder with blue pamphlets sat in the corner. She rarely had to wait long for her therapist, and today was no exception.

      Dr. Henry opened her door, saying goodbye to Tracy. The woman whose weekly appointment was an hour before Riley’s. “Come on in,” she said, waving Riley towards the door with a brass nameplate.

      In contrast to the waiting room. Dr. Henry’s meeting room had an eclectic array of color and artistry. The shelving unit went from wall-to-wall, with every cubicle stuffed with books and artifacts. Various subjects and genres were mixed together with an organizational pattern only Dr. Henry understood.

      She took a seat on the comfy Victorian chair that sat opposite of her therapist. The room smelled of freshly brewed coffee as Dr. Henry held a coffee cup in her hand. Her doctor never held a pen and paper as she taped their sessions, and the cup gave a sense of familiarity as if they were two ladies, sitting down for afternoon tea.

      Dr. Henry took a sip of her coffee before holding it in her lap and smiling at her patient. The doctor was a tiny woman in her 60s who loved pinstriped suits. Today she wore a white satin blouse beneath her blazer. “How are you, Riley?”

      Riley placed her boho style bag on the floor, before removing her green camo jacket. She’d been coming to see Dr. Henry for over a year and was beginning to feel comfortable in her presence. She took her ball cap off, allowing her brown hair to fall down her back. “I’m good.”

      “Last time we talked, you were having... Dreams about the attack,” Dr. Henry said.

      Riley fidgeted with her hands in her lap. “They happen when I’m awake.”

      “These visions, are they becoming more frequent?” Dr Henry asked.

      “Yes.”

      Dr. Henry took a sip of her coffee. “How is Daniel?”

      Riley rubbed her chest. “Dad is the same. Sometimes he remembers me, other times he doesn’t. It’s hardest when he thinks mom is still alive.”

      “The Graydon County Care Facility is the best in town. I know you feel guilty, but you had to place him in full-time care. You could no longer attend to his specialized needs.”

      Riley scrunched her shoulders together. “I do. He seems happy there. The people are really nice.”

      Dr. Henry wet her lips. “Do you think it’s a coincidence that these visions started when you were forced to put your father into a care home?”

      Riley’s green eyes met Dr. Henry’s. “What would my father’s health have to do with these visions?”

      She sipped her coffee. “That depends on what they are. Tell me about your latest vision.”

      Riley picked at the sleeve of her black cotton top. “Does it matter when it isn’t real?”

      Dr. Henry placed her mug in her lap. Her doctor was never impatient and Riley appreciated that trait. “Dreams or visions, in this case, are usually symbols of something else. Tell me about them.”

      Riley hunched over in her chair, making herself smaller, as if she could hide from the monster in her vision. “He was big, with black sticky skin and gnarled fingers. He had long gray claws and glowing red eyes. His head seemed too big for his body, with spiked horns growing from his temple and he smiles with yellow serrated teeth before he reaches for me.”

      Dr. Henry arched her eyebrows. “That’s a vivid description. What does this monster do to you?”

      “He bites my neck. Fire races through my veins and my body burns from the inside out. That’s when I know I’m going to die,” Riley said.

      “Dreams can’t really hurt you, Riley. They are a way for us to process the events of our real life. You mentioned in a previous session that you had instances where you foretold certain events. Do you believe you have psychic ability?”

      Riley shook her head. “No. I’ve been to a few psychic conventions. I have asked them questions about their gift. Specifically, how it works for them.

      “What did they tell you?” Dr Henry asked.

      “Most can get an impression by touching a person or reading their tea leaves. Some use Tarot cards as a medium. The point is, they can call on their gift at will. It’s never worked like that for me.”

      Dr. Henry placed her cup on the small table beside her chair. “I believe the monster is a symbol of your inner demons. A representation of the man who attacked you. The visions started when your father was placed in permanent care. Your subconscious is trying to process the fact that you will lose your remaining parent. This trauma is causing the past to resurface. It’s perfectly normal and expected.”

      Riley considered telling Dr. Henry about the man from the mist. While her body is in pain, he emerges from the shadows. While she can’t see his face, she can hear his voice, comforting her as she dies. He doesn’t scare her. She thinks of him as a dark angel, materializing from the shadows to facilitate her travel to heaven.

      She smiled reassuringly. “That makes sense. It’s scary, but hopefully the visions will become less frequent in time. I appreciate the incite Dr. Henry.”

      “Tell me about your job. Things are still going well?” Dr. Henry asked.

      Riley nibbled the inside of her cheek. “I got laid off at the post office, but I’m volunteering at dad’s care home.”

      “That’s good. Staying busy and spending more time with your father are excellent ways to heal. I would like to see you engage in more social activities outside of the care facility.”

      A red light flashed on the wall, signaling Dr. Henry’s next patient had arrived and her hour was up.

      Riley forced a smile. “Honestly, I’ve been pretty focused on dad, but I’ll make an effort to be more social.”

      Dr. Henry walked her to the door, smiling encouragingly as she welcomed her next patient.

      Riley descended the stairs of the private offices located above the café. She popped in and grabbed herself a coffee and a banana nut muffin before exiting onto Main Street. She took a sip of her drink as Marvin approached.

      “It’s good to see you, Riley. How is Daniel? We’ve missed you at church,” Marvin said.

      Riley swallowed the hot liquid. “He’s the same. I’m sorry, I haven’t been back since dad was moved to the care home. I’m volunteering there and it gives me more time to spend with him.”

      “Your father is an amazing person. He helped so many people. We were devastated by his diagnosis.”

      Riley forced a smile. “He loved the church. Many of the patrons still come to visit him. I really appreciate their kindness.”

      Marvin squeezed her shoulder. “He spent so much time there after your mother died. I thought you two planned to stay forever,” he teased.

      “That’s true. It was comforting for both of us,” she said.

      “Well, you take care of yourself and your father. I hope to see you soon.” Marvin tipped his hat before continuing down Main Street.

      Riley took a bite of her muffin before returning it to the paper bag. Her appetite dwindled as she thought of the people she had distanced herself from. Who was she blaming for her father’s condition? For her mother’s death? For her attack?

      She ducked down a side alley. One she had taken dozens of times to connect to the street she lived on. The rusty blue garbage bin was in its usual spot, overflowing with cardboard and black garbage bags. It reeked of stale meat and rotting vegetables. Leftovers from the shelter that was nearby.

      Her entire body froze as the low growl echoed from the shadows. She turned, searching the cracked pavement and the surrounding buildings, but she was alone. Her combat boots kicked loose gravel, skittering along the cement as she quickened her pace.

      Riley’s heart stuttered in her chest as the shadows coalesced into the dark demon of her dreams. A vision come to life as oily lips curled over yellow serrated teeth and gnarled black fingers reached for her.
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      No. No. No. This couldn’t be happening. Black mist swirled off the demon’s shoulders as his slick skin solidified. Every detail was exactly like her vision. From the gray claws to the gnarled fingers and glowing red eyes. If anything, he was larger than she imagined, at seven feet tall. His disjointed legs seemed too small for his large torso, as if a sturdy breeze could topple him at any minute.

      Riley dropped her coffee and muffin as she stumbled backwards. “You’re not real. You can’t be real.”

      “Priestess. Come with me now.” The demon’s voice grated on her eardrums. A cold unnatural sound that threatened to relieve her stomach of its recent snack.

      She backed up as the demon advanced on her with outstretched arms. His spindly legs swaying under his large upper body. “Get away from me,” she snapped.

      “You must meet the master. No pain if you come quietly,” he said.

      Riley recalled the vision she’d had several times. While there were small differences, the location and the results were always the same. In the last one, he had told her his name.

      “Halak,” she whispered.

      The demon stopped, dropping his arms. “How do you know Halak's name?”

      Riley considered the question. If this was the delusion, why bother lying to herself? “I thought it was my imagination. The visions can’t be real.”

      Halak cocked his head unnaturally to the side. “You are human. How do you foreshadow?”

      Her eyes narrowed. The reality of talking to her nightmare made the horror show almost comical. She had totally slipped her nut, but if her delusions wanted to offer information. Who was she to decline? “What is foreshadowing?”

      “Foreshadowing is a shadow gift. In my world, it’s possessed by the king alone,” Halak said.

      Part of her wondered if she was having a complete breakdown, but in her visions, she couldn’t smell the demon. As the wind blew against her face, it brought the odor of iron and rotting meat.

      “What are you?” she asked.

      Halak’s eyes moved over her. “Humans call us demons, but we are much older than your biblical lore.”

      Riley took another step backwards. Gravel crunched beneath her boot as her heart thumped in her chest. “What do you want with me?”

      “My master waits for you and will explain your destiny. It is time for you to talk to Deruthel,” Halak said.

      While she’d never heard that name in her visions, her blood cooled in her veins, sending a shiver through her body. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      Halak growled. “Fate is with us. The king has foretold it. We have waited centuries for the portal to open. My brethren are starving. You will save my species.”

      She had no idea what he was talking about. Portals. Starving demons. Her visions had never included the reasons behind her death. Only that it ended in excruciating pain. While she was coming to accept that her visions were very much real, she was still human, and the instinct to live was more powerful than fear. She bolted down the alleyway.

      Her boots thumped against the pavement as her heart thundered in her chest. Her cap flew off, falling to the ally pavement as her hair whipped behind her. A ribbon of dark silk, waving like a pendant in the wind. A precursor to an impending battle.

      The low whistling sound sent alarm bells blaring in her mind. She slid to a stop before Halak coalesced in front of her. His neon red eyes flaring in anger as he reached for her again.

      She backed up slowly, holding her hands in front of her chest, as if the subservient action would somehow warn the snarling demon away. It didn’t.

      Though she had some sparring experience, fighting wasn’t in her nature and nothing could prepare her for a demon adversary. She had always preferred to talk through arguments or problems. Since, neither one of those options was available to her, she lowered her hands as if she was about to give up. While she was truly afraid, she forced a look of complete panic.

      Halak’s body relaxed. He walked toward her casually. “Come now.”

      While the demon’s proportions were much different from that of human, he was obviously male. She waited until he was within striking range, then kicked hard between his spindly legs.

      Halak screamed before his claws whipped out, slicing her shoulder like a hot iron searing her flesh. She stumbled back, clutching the wound as her stomach heaved. Fire burned through her body like he had injected her with acid.

      Riley’s surroundings blurred as the alley spun in a circle around her. She was a child the last time she had a dizzy spell but she closed her eyes, taking deep breaths until the sensation passed. She opened her eyes as Halak stood before her, recovering from her blow to his genitals.

      “I was not supposed to turn you. Deruthel will be angry. You need more venom or you will die. Come here.” He motioned with his gnarled fingers.

      She knew what would happen next. This was the part of her vision that had kept her up at night. The pain. The regret. Her death. “I’d rather die than help you.”

      “Not die, priestess. The king needs you,” Halak said.

      Riley knew it was futile, but the instinct to avoid the vision hadn’t wavered. Despite the nausea and dizziness, she sprinted down the alley away from Halak, stumbling when her surroundings spun and her stomach lurched.

      The blow to her back had her staggering before she fell forward. Her hands slid across the pavement as pebbles tore open her flesh and embedded in her skin. The momentum ripped the fabric of her pants at her knees. Still, she crawled toward the street before slick black fingers wrapped around her neck and squeezed tightly.

      His putrid breath heated her cheek when he yanked her against his slimy body. “Halak will taste your blood.” His fangs punctured her skin as she fought for consciousness.

      She had thought the fall, and the claws shredding her flesh had been painful. Those were nothing compared to the needlepoint knives perforating her neck. Her entire body convulsed as boiling lava shot through her tissues, searing away her humanity. Pieces of her life were sucked away with each deep gulp of Halak’s fangs. The dark destiny she failed to avoid.

      Since demons and her impending death were real, that meant her angel was as well.

      Her eyes began to droop as she waited for the angel of the mist. He was right on cue.

      As her heart stuttered, he coalesced from the shadows. While she had never been able to see his face in her visions, this was real. The angel of death was beautiful, and he had come to collect her.

      His ice-blue eyes burned with rage as black mist rolled off his shoulders. “Get away from her demon!” he roared before materializing a silver blade with strange markings etched in the steel. Another man coalesced beside him before they advanced on Halak.

      “She belongs to me,” Halak hissed.

      The man from the mist growled. “You can’t own anything when you’re dead, demon.”

      Halak dropped her to the ground, backing away. “You are too late. She is ours.”

      Her eyes met that of her Saviour. She knew exactly what the sadness in that look meant. She had seen the same one on the police officer who had arrived at their house to inform them her mother was dead. Her father had begged him to be wrong; that there had to be some kind of mistake.

      She groaned when white lightning seared through her blood, boiling her intestines, and making her body arch on the pavement.

      The man with ice-blue eyes knelt beside her. “Luke, take care of the demon. I will take her.”

      Luke dashed after Halak when the demon dissolved.

      The dark-haired man with blue eyes cradled her in his arms as he jogged down the alley towards the forest. “My name is Colton. I will stay with you until this is over.”

      “He was a demon. They are real,” she whispered.

      Colton’s arms tightened around her when her body convulsed. “Yes.”

      As she inhaled his masculine scent, a sense of calm infused her soul. A peaceful gateway to the end. Still, she didn’t want to leave her father in this world alone. “Where are we going?” She asked as they entered the forest.

      “I’m taking you to my home. What is your name?” he asked.

      “Riley, but I need a hospital,” she bit out through clenched teeth. Praying, she remained conscious.

      Colton’s jaw tightened. “No hospital can help you. There is no cure for demon venom.”

      The truth was painful, but it brought with it a sense of relief. She wasn’t crazy. The vision had come true. “I’m dying.”

      His finger caressed her arm. “I’m sorry, Riley. I wish I possessed some reassuring words, anything to bring you comfort during this time, but nothing I say or do will avert your death.”
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      Riley clung to Colton as he jogged through the forest. His gait was fluid, as if he had lived his entire life there.  A permanent resident of the wild mountainside. She longed for that kind of freedom, but the scorching venom coursing through her blood was crushing her ability to breathe. The searing heat stealing her humanity along with her life. There was a moment of regret as she accepted that her father would live out his days, wondering why she had abandoned him. Hoping he remembered her at all. She inhaled the scent of the sexy man carrying her.

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked, needing the distraction of his voice more than the answer.

      Colton’s arms tightened around her. Securing her to him as he spoke. “Like you, I was human. We were attacked by reapers and my parents were killed. Successful transitions are few and the younger the subject, the less likely they are to survive. I was lucky. Not only did I survive the transition, but the cougar clan leader Steele took me in. He treated me like a son, trained me and gave me a life. A purpose.”

      “Cougar clan? I thought of you as the mist man. An angel of death come to collect my soul and take it to heaven.”

      He smiled sadly. “We are of the shadows, but it looks very much like black mist. I must admit, I have never been mistaken for an angel.”

      “I didn’t think you were real. I didn’t think any of it was real. Halak was supposed to be a monster I made up to deal with my trauma,” she whispered.

      “I’m not sure I understand. I’m sure the demon was a shock and I’m surprised he told you his name, but why would you question your sanity?”

      She grabbed her mouth, shaking in Colton’s arms as her body convulsed. She expected to release her stomach’s contents, but it settled after a few moments. “I was seeing a psychiatrist. I saw him in my visions. They have plagued me for the last year. I also saw a man evolve from the mist, but I never saw your face until today. None of this was supposed to be real.”

      “It sounds like you're describing foreshadowing, but that is not a human ability.” Colton paused at the base of a tree. “We’ve arrived at my home. Hold on to me while I take you up.”

      She tightened her grip around his neck, focusing on the claws that extended from the ends of his fingertips. He pierced the bark, scaling the trunk as easily as he ran through the trees of the forest. His movements were fluid as he flipped over the railing and landed on the wraparound porch.

      The house was nestled amongst the branches, with the leaves rustling in the soft wind. It created a comforting lullaby to her impending death. The entire tree seemed to move, waving to her its final farewell.

      The exterior was painted in a multi color of brown and green. The camouflage pattern making it impossible to distinguish it from the evergreen that surrounded it. The thick planks of the deck supported the aerie style home and allowed the occupant a view of the valley. A masterpiece of construction that would become her final resting place.

      Colton opened the door and took her inside.

      The front room was open with wood flooring and a large picture window that ran the length of the wall that overlooked the deck. The decor was sparse, but modern and neatly arranged. Two white leather couches sat on either side of a pine coffee table.

      It took her a moment to realize what was missing. While the house was small and there were two bedrooms and a bathroom, attached to the main room, there was no kitchen.

      “This is your home,” she whispered.

      “It is. I will make you as comfortable as possible,” he said as he took her to a bedroom with a single bed and one nightstand. The small closet had some clothes hanging within, but they were far too small to fit a man.

      “You have no kitchen,” she said as a spasm racked her body.

      Colton lay her gently on the bed, then helped her to remove her jacket. He took off her combat boots, then went to a small room. She heard a tap run, before he returned with a wet cloth and began cleaning the scrapes on her knees. “You’re observant. I don’t require a kitchen. I have a bathroom but only occasionally use the shower. Our abilities make these facilities unnecessary.”

      Riley wanted to know more about the strange house and why a basic necessity like a kitchen would be irrelevant, but Colton’s odd architecture and lack of modern facilities were not the main issues. Even her impending death couldn’t curb her curiosity. “Tell me about the demons.” She flinched as he wiped a pebble from her skin.

      “You are the first person to survive a demon attack. Their venom is stronger than a reaper. Their victims usually die immediately. I don’t envy you the pain of the next few hours.”

      Riley recalled her conversation with Halak. Trying to focus on his scratchy voice while her insides felt like they were being seared with the blowtorch. “He said I needed the venom. I don’t understand what he meant.”

      Colton shook his head. “I’m surprised Halak talked to you. They usually just drain their victims or massacre them. The shadows are mandated not to show mercy for female attacks anymore, so I will be with you until the end.”

      “Mercy?”

      “We used to euthanize a female who was bitten by a reaper. This was done to spare her from the pain when death was a certainty, but a female recently survived the transition and we must now wait for nature to decide,” he said.

      She put her hand to her lips as she coughed blood onto her fingers. While her insides felt like she was being cooked alive, her lungs filled with fluid. She was drowning in her own blood. It boiled in her chest like a fiery cauldron. “What are the shadows?”

      Before he could answer, her midsection seized. Her muscles attacked one another in a fight for supremacy. Squeezing and twisting in knots beneath her heated skin. She shook so violently, Colton had to hold her down on the bed. When she thought there would be an end to the madness, her eyesight wavered.

      The light was swept away as dark shadows invaded the corners of her vision. Arcs of black mist consumed her surroundings, turning it to a gray haze as if she were watching a black-and-white movie in real-time. One watched through a foggy lens.

      She could see every detail in the room. The bed, the side table, and the sexy man holding her. A picture of a cougar sitting on the limb of a large tree hung on the wall beside the door. But none of it was in color. Even through the grey haze of agony, her new reality was intriguing. An alternate reality that called to her, welcoming her into the night.

      Colton squeezed her arm gently. “You’re in the final stages, Riley. Demon venom is toxic. I would give you something for the pain if I could.” He moved his arm in an arc, encompassing
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