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      A Typical Day at the Coffee Shop

      Sarah

      

      “Just another day at the coffee shop,” Sarah thought as she wiped down the faux granite countertop.

      Just another day pretending everything was fine.

      But the lie tasted stale. Slow days usually comforted her. Today, they felt like a trap—too much quiet, too much room for last night’s dreams to claw back.

      She scanned the café for something—anything—to do. The shop had never looked tidier. That was the problem. When her hands weren’t busy, her mind wandered back to places she didn’t want to go.

      After nights of nightmares, she was desperate for anything to drown out her thoughts. Something on the floor caught her attention. It was a coin, likely dropped by a customer. As she walked closer, she hoped it was face up or perhaps a dime instead of a penny—something that was almost worth the risk of bad luck. She recoiled, pulling back her outstretched hand, ignoring the ache beneath too many bracelets.

      Nope.

      It would stay on the floor. She’d had enough bad luck in her life.

      She returned to her perusal of the café, assessing areas to clean and things to tidy. Flora had already sanitized all the tables that weren’t occupied, and the trash was emptied right before the last rush. And yet… the shop didn’t feel clean. Something in the air felt wrong, charged, like the moment before a storm breaks. The floors could not be mopped until closing per management directives.

      There was nothing to do. She had already asked the handful of patrons if she could get them anything else. They were there to visit, work, and simply exist in the quiet shop. It was usually a peaceful and relaxing environment. Except today, the front door kept snagging her attention. A prickling worry whispered that something might slip through if she wasn’t paying attention.

      Sarah needed something to keep herself busy; the unease—the anticipation of nothing or perhaps something—was driving her mad.

      Tucking a loose lock of blonde hair behind her ear, she spied the drink cooler, but before she reached it, Flora intercepted her.

      “I deep-cleaned it yesterday. I hate these slow days.” She rolled her eyes and pulled her thick waves out of a loose hair tie at the base of her neck. She gathered her dark hair and refastened the ponytail higher on her head.

      “Me too,” echoed Sarah. Her wrist throbbed beneath her bracelets, the bruise still tender. Another leftover from her dreams, though she refused to examine how a nightmare could leave a mark. Flora reached up and flipped a loose strand of Sarah’s hair, a wayward piece of tired blue dye—the remnants of an impulsive decision when Flora had offered to dye it for her. Flora chose deep purple for herself, which lasted a day before she dyed her whole head of hair jet black.

      “Looks like you need a touch-up.”

      “No way, but you touched your hair—and mine.” Sarah’s eyes zoned in on her coworker’s fingers, and she let a teasing giggle slip out.

      Flora cursed under her breath and shoved her hands beneath the automatic faucet and foam soap dispenser. “Do you suppose it’s the weather?” she asked as she dried her hands. The natural light from the overcast sky reflected off her dark tortoise-rimmed glasses. She tipped her head with a half-shrug. “Last chance to take care of yard waste and prep for winter, I suppose.”

      “Maybe.” Sarah rubbed her wrist beneath the stack of bracelets, pretending the bruise was just another accessory. Before Flora could notice anything amiss, she said, “Or sometimes we just experience lulls. Who knows, but it’s making me crazy today.”

      “Sorry,” said Flora with feigned pity. “More bad dreams?”

      Sarah shrugged at the comment and wished she had not said anything, especially about her dreams. Even their conversation was dead today.

      The warm, earthy tones of the lobby were comforting despite the changing weather outside. She let a rush of air blow past her lips and fluffed the patch of bangs sweeping over her forehead and tucked behind her ear.

      Most days, the slow times were few and far between, and they never lasted long before the lazy interlude was bustled out with a rush of people demanding their sweet, caffeinated drinks and treats. They were always in a hurry, with their painted smiles and rigid postures, which came from waiting for their turn. She looked at her watch and decided a restroom break now would be wise.

      The floor hummed beneath her feet—just for a heartbeat. A rush of cold brushed her spine. She froze, listening, but the café remained quiet and ordinary. Too ordinary.

      When she turned around, she knew why her body was on alert. She had never heard the bells jingle on the front door, yet there he was. The man was massive, pulling the oxygen out of the room. Instantly, an energy hummed within the space, racing over her arms. It caressed her cheeks like a seductive touch.

      The entire room fell away when his eyes fixed on hers. All she could see was him. His eyes penetrated her soul, leaving her feeling both cold and warm, too warm. Deep down in her core, a foreign sensation churned, and she was unsure if it was fear or desire. This stranger was like an old friend, someone she had known once yet knew nothing about. The proximity left her starved to understand everything about him and to know him in every intimate way.

      The door at his back hovered open—just an inch or so, longer than natural. An impulse to rush past him and shut the door fully overwhelmed her. “An open door is an invitation to unwanted things…”

      Sarah’s mouth was dry, and she pulled in her desert-parched lips to wet them with the last moisture on her tongue. He noticed, and the recognition on his face mirrored the arousal growing rapidly within her. For a fleeting moment, nearly imperceptible, a glimmer of amusement shone in his eyes.

      She could not escape the man’s similarity to the faceless character in her senseless dreams. The dreams left her melancholy and lost, detached from the reality of the human world. The only thing that grounded her in those nocturnal hauntings was the man, as real as the man before her now. One difference was that the flesh-and-blood figure staring her down didn’t give her the same sense of security and hope she needed in her nightmares. The only promise of something more this man offered was something she might not survive.

      That more was what she felt now. Intense and overwhelming, he pulled her in like a magnet to steel.

      Her chest ached; she hadn’t realized she’d stopped breathing.

      “Can I help you?” It sounded more like a squeak than actual speech. Still, he remained unmoving, mirroring her in silence. His expression indicated that she was the root of his troubles. Her gaze traced his physique, her curiosity almost compelling her to solve whatever issues he faced—if not for the intimidating aura he projected. The palpable sense of hostility enveloping him did little to dissuade her; unlike anyone else, it didn't send her fleeing for safety.

      The fact that she felt drawn to him had her questioning her sanity.

      She’d had a foster dad like that once—dangerous, but not in the same way.

      And that man had been wicked to his core, but she wasn’t so sure about this one.

      Adrenaline hummed in her veins, and her muscles quivered, uncertain how to react. If she ran, he would surely catch her. If she fought, he would beat her to a pulp or consume her whole. She was unsure of his intent.

      Sarah turned her head and noticed Flora refilling the cups while Derrick emptied the till. Until this glance, she had felt her coworkers had abandoned her. Reality sank in quickly, and the strange sensation that he was there for her vanished as she ascertained his actual plans—the only ones that made sense.

      The money!

      Sarah’s gaze snapped back to the man still standing. With unreadable intentions etching his features, he scanned the little coffee shop, sizing up his competition. Convinced he was a criminal in his leather jacket, dark blue jeans, and what appeared to be a black T-shirt, she saw Derrick retreating with the money bag.

      “Good, get it into the safe now,” she silently ordered. He would never hear her, but commanding it gave a minute sense of control in a powerless situation.

      Sarah cleared her throat and attempted to display a shred of professionalism. “Sir, can I help you?” She needed to distract him to give Derrick time and prayed he would get the money into the safe.

      Still, the man said nothing, but his eyes again left her to scan the serving room a second time. His expression softened for a moment, and Sarah saw understanding smooth his features as if he grasped something that had been a mystery before.

      Two pairs of patrons quietly conversed in the booths closest to the doors, and one of the regulars sat perched at the bar before the glass window. Sam, an aspiring writer, was hunkered over his laptop, sipping his hot cocoa, engrossed in a writing sprint. He was missing a best-seller unfolding at his back. Sarah would have liked to skip to the end to learn how it would turn out.

      The man was going nowhere. Her heart fluttered momentarily, butterflies took flight, and her breath caught in her throat.

      “What an odd reaction to impending death,” she thought, and worry about the customers and her coworkers overwhelmed her as she saw no good way to get everyone to safety without triggering the man who had once again honed in on Sarah.

      “Flora…” Sarah whispered. Her throbbing heart stole her breath and then clanged like a clapper inside a bell.

      Something terrible was about to happen—or something exquisite. The energy within the serene shop was charged, and her mind and body were in a tumultuous war, trying to make sense of what she was feeling. She could not ignore the profound thought, as irrational as it seemed, that he was there for her.

      The answer to her every question. He would make sense of who she was and who she was meant to be—he could give her the purpose she had longed for since childhood.

      He could be her island, her safety, and just maybe everything she ever wanted.

      No…

      Sarah caught herself from shaking her head. A man like him wouldn’t magically resolve her issues or bring joy to her life. He was the epitome of chaos. Heat pulsed through her veins, and she knew she needed to regain her composure. If not, she might find herself leaving in the middle of the night—sneaking out like a thief. Starting over again was not something she wanted, but it felt inevitable. She wasn’t ready to lose Flora just yet.

      Flames burned inside her, mingling with her fear. This combination was a recipe for disaster.

      “Yeah?” said Flora, as if she had no clue that the giant man standing in the center of the shop was a threat.

      “Call the police,” Sarah spoke softly so as not to alert the customers who were enjoying their beverages.

      “What?” snapped Flora. Then a hushed, far too appreciative, “O-oh,” slipped between her lips. She was not sensing the same danger that vibrated through Sarah’s bones.

      “Just do it,” hissed Sarah, fire sizzling in her veins. In a side glance, she saw how Flora’s eyes widened, but not with fear; it was a reaction to Sarah’s request and the six-foot-four—or—more—tall, dark, and dangerously sexy man.

      “Why couldn’t they see it? He was death incarnate! But if I had to die…” A heartbeat later, she scolded, “What in the hell is wrong with me?”

      The man’s expression changed. His eyes raked over her head to toe and back before settling on her mouth—or just her face. Amusement sparkled in his eyes as he tilted his head, continuing to study her. His downturned scowl turned up at one of the corners as he narrowed his eyes. A small dimple appeared on his cheek as the smirk transformed into a grin, teasing and challenging all at once. That captivating smile took her breath away, intensifying her confusion and distress.

      He nodded with a wink, turned around, and left the café.

      Flora scurried over to her, phone in hand. “What was that about? Oh my god, did you see him?”

      “Yes, Flora,” growled Sarah. “Did you call?” Perspiration beaded on Sarah’s brow and nose. Her breathing was heavy as if she had just finished a race, yet she felt she could still run a marathon.

      “He winked at me,” she thought. “Why?”

      “No—I did not hear what you said for certain. What did he do? The police? Should I still?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ll be back.” With newfound mobility, Sarah moved around empty tables, headed straight for the front door, and stepped outside. The sounds of busy traffic filled her ears. She squinted at the bright white sky, free of gray or blue. The spicy aroma from Paolo’s Food Cart, parked further down the street to the south, wafted towards her on a crisp but damp breeze as she turned in search of the man. There was no place he could have hidden away so quickly; nothing on either side of the street opened before eleven.

      “Where has he gone…”

      “Hello, Sarah!” called out an older man as he approached her. “Looks like you lost something… or someone.”

      “I did… no,” she smiled, covering her slip-up. She noticed the man’s limp was worse today. She looked up into the overcast sky, and goosebumps rose on her skin when a bitter breeze swept back her blonde bangs, loosening the ends around her face. “Not really. I—someone forgot their receipt.”

      “No pretty young woman ever ran after me for leaving my receipt. I might have to try that.” He winked and patted her shoulder as he stepped into the coffee shop.

      A broad smile spread across her face as Henry, the elderly gentleman, playfully teased her. She had known Henry since her first day at The Steamy Bean, where he had been her first customer three years prior. As Sarah turned to follow him, she noticed that the man who had stood like a statue in the shop was now just down the block, less than three hundred feet away. His expression was as if they were meeting for the first time. Reluctant to break eye contact, Sarah closed the door behind her and walked towards him.

      “No more unlatched doors. Not anymore.”

      The wind whipped strands of her hair around her face, but she did not dare blink. Even when the first icy drop of rain stung against her cheek, she kept sight of him. His eyes did not hold hers, but she felt them slide over her body, down her legs, and up over her thighs before the tiniest smirk twitched the corner of his lips. The hint of his dimple pulled in beneath the stubble on his jaw.

      Stubbornness fortified her resolve to question him, while her common sense willed her to return to the safety of the café. Across the street, adjacent to the man, a horde of businessmen and women poured out of the building that housed several companies. Sarah knew they were headed for The Steamy Bean, and if she did not hurry, Derrick and Flora would be swamped.

      But they had to walk past the man first. She had time.

      The man cocked his head as the wind swirled around her, stronger than before. More fat water bombs pelted her skin, soaking through her cotton polo. Being drenched was irrelevant; she had to unravel his mystery and discover his secret.

      “And what does it have to do with me?”

      Less than twenty-five feet away, the horde waited for the light to change before crossing the street. She was almost there. A flourish of umbrellas, primarily black, unfolded about the mob, but a few bold colors—yellow, pink, and blue—brightened the monotone mosaic rain canopy.

      He turned and stood at the corner as if waiting for the light. She felt a chill prickle her body when he looked away from her.

      “Wait!” Sarah rushed to reach him before the light changed or he bolted. When his gaze met hers, it chilled her bones. He was not at all pleased that she was chasing him down. Six feet closer than he was tall, she was safe at this distance, and with the crowd nearly salivating to get to the coffee shop, there were too many witnesses if he tried to attack her.

      His eyes softened, and for a moment, she thought he had said, “I won’t hurt you,” but his lips never moved.

      “Do I know you?” she asked, knowing she had never seen him before. She knew she would never forget someone like him, yet she could not explain the strange feeling he sparked inside her.

      He looked away, as if she didn’t exist, and as if he knew nothing of what she spoke—like she was crazy—like she was invisible.

      “I see you. Don’t act like you don’t see me! I heard you.”

      His jaw flexed, and she knew he was ignoring her on purpose. She was beginning to question her sanity and whether he was there. The urge to punch him closed her fist into a tight ball. She hated that look, and she could barely tolerate it from him when he oozed instability, like he was way off his meds.

      With a calming breath and relaxed fingers, Sarah took a step closer. “Hey, why were you in the coffee shop? What did you want?”

      Still, he did not speak, and the walk sign beeped to signal the change, so he started walking forward. She wanted to go after him, but knew she had to get back. The horde of people in their suits and umbrellas parted like water around a rock in a stream as they moved through the crosswalk toward her. The man strode away through the middle of them, towering over them; they gave him a wide berth, but no one seemed to notice the man they avoided touching.

      Sarah hurried to beat the crowd back to The Steamy Bean, the café door safely closing behind her. The normal, calm atmosphere had returned—no energy buzzed over her skin. The absence of it made her head swivel as she searched for the source. Peering past the swarm of hungry patrons closing in on their target, only seconds from turning the quiet into a storm, she was drawn to catch one last glimpse.

      He was gone.
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      They’re Back, and So Is She

      About Two Months Earlier—Silas

      

      Silas sat upright, his heart pounding. His thick hand pressed against his sweat-drenched skin, and he felt the organ hammer beneath his ribs.

      She had visited him again.

      The faintest whiff of earth and minerals clung to his sheets—impossible, but acrid and sharp, as if the dream still lingered. The heat of her body still warmed his.

      It was a rare occasion that left him stunned, yet in a dream so similar to all the rest, he was profoundly changed. Down to his core, he knew his life was no longer what he had planned.

      Everything changed—his reality, beliefs, and the possibility of things he never thought true. Acid coated his insides and tightened his stomach.

      And he wasn’t sure if he wanted it. He could almost feel shackles tethering his existence to hers.

      “How is this possible?” he wondered as he eased himself back and pulled blankets around himself.

      Years had passed, but he had never forgotten her. Occasionally, her sweet face graced his dreams, but it was more like a memory or fragment of a moment. Purely innocent, she was a child. Her small sobs echoed still, the quaver of a child’s voice, fragile as butterfly wings. It was jarring and upset his whole understanding of what a dream could be.

      But now the same lips parted in a woman’s cry, raw and desperate. Her eyes had not changed, only deepened: that impossible blue, veined with a starburst of violet, no longer innocent, but knowing.

      She was in danger—hurt—not so unusual from his previous not-so-dream-like encounters with her. Silas examined his hand, remembering that he had touched her. Physically touched her and lifted tiny amounts of her energy. He had not been prepared for it. Until tonight, he had not physically felt her to be real.

      When is a dream not a dream? When it hits like a wake-up call, a vision, and foretelling, it is nothing short of a nightmare. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands.

      “It can’t be…” he muttered, forcing himself from the grips of sleep and embracing a familiar exhaustion.

      Demons don’t have nightmares; they are the nightmares.

      And still, a tremor lingered in his bones, something perilously close to fear. He took a deep breath. He knew what he had seen and felt.

      A few weeks ago, she started to return, but it was fleeting, and she asked nothing of him. It was nothing like their past meetings. He still remembered her striking blue eyes. They resembled the sky—clear and bright, yet beset by problems. The more he looked, the deeper they seemed, reminiscent of the ocean's unfathomable depths. This sent shivers down his spine because the last time she summoned him, decades ago, in the dream state, she was just a girl. Just like then, she was terrified.

      “Are you okay?”

      The words he spoke played repeatedly in his mind, and he could not stop them or the sight of her.

      Until Celeste, one of the few fae he cared for, had cleansed his bed, rid it of the senseless nightmares, she was always the same sad young girl—a child, sometimes crying, other times hiding, but always scared.

      Two decades had passed since he last saw her, until now.

      “It can’t be her,” he mumbled, but even as he spoke it, he knew as many years as had passed would mean she would have had to grow up by now.

      She wasn’t a child anymore, and shame prickled his flesh, sharp as needles.

      He had to wonder if it was a test, some temptation the realm set into action to assess his worthiness to be king. As much as he’d prefer the challenge of such nonsense, he knew better.

      In the past, when she called him into her dreams, it was like watching through a window. He barely felt present, but in some way, he was because whatever she feared fled. Despite the dark bruising and reddened skin, he could sense her relief over the pain.

      He scared away the boogeymen.

      Sometimes, he was too late, and the harm had been done; all he could offer her was a gentle hand or soothing words. Regret pooled in his gut, recalling the worst of those times. He had always hoped that the hurt wasn’t real.

      Still, the touch he offered—a hand on her shoulder, a gentle pat on her head—was not actual contact. It was a projected comfort, reminiscent of the solace he recalled from his father and mother during childhood, yet there was no physical touch in these dreams. He had not genuinely held her even when he lifted her, enveloping her in a soothing hug.

      As a demon who fed on the life force of living beings, he’d never mistaken dream for reality. Until tonight.

      One theory regarding the cause of his dreams was that a witch or other magical creature had placed a curse upon him, whose soul he was tasked with collecting. He viewed this as benign penitence for the sins he had committed under the previous ruler of the demon realm.

      Again, it had always seemed like a façade—some symbolic penance. But now it was real.

      This time, his hands held her and caressed her satiny-soft skin. She felt real and warm. No longer was she a little girl lost and alone, needing help. Everything had changed. He wasn’t playing the role of a guardian under some vengeful hex anymore. The fact that he was no longer looking out for her unsettled Silas the most.

      When he met Celeste—blonde, blue-eyed, soul bright as starlight—he’d thought the dreams were about her. A sign of some cosmic role he had to play. He’d helped her claim the Seelie throne, the nightmares stopped, and for many years he slept dreamlessly, as a demon should.

      Only now did he see it clearly.

      The little girl had never been Celeste.

      Shortly after Celeste had been granted her destiny, he took over the Demon Realm—when the realm chose him, returned his birthright, and put his destiny and future in his hands. As confident as he was that he could do what was right for the realm, it was not without challenges or loneliness.

      His fellow demons steered clear of him, not for his cantankerous ways, as he was accommodating and friendly to most. The previous ruler had been vicious and dangerous. His predecessor’s most trusted advisors walked on eggshells, rightly so, as the man was not above having a tantrum that could take one of their lives.

      Silas had extensive damage to repair, and even after nearly twenty years, it had not been fixed. It was a heavy burden to maintain control of his frustration. A demon’s natural inclination was to fight, dominate, and assert his power, but he had to keep that in check daily. He needed his people to trust him and not see him as another Joris Henric. Silas refused to be anything like that treacherous butcher.

      Tensions between him and the demons in the realm had remained constant for the past twenty years. Conflicts sometimes ran hot, sometimes cold, and he struggled to understand what motivated them to support or refuse his decisions.

      Demons were beasts of chaos, he decided. There was nothing to be done about it.

      The new dream might have been related, but the reasons the child became a woman—obviously not Celeste—left him unable to explain them.

      Discomfort flooded his being, knowing he had abandoned her as a girl—and again now. Guilt from that thought gnawed at him. He had to wonder if she knew what he was, if she would still summon him, if she knew he was a demon, and if she knew…

      No!

      Gradually, his heart ceased to race as he surveyed his bedroom. The day before, he had visited King Gabriel and Queen Celeste in Inbetween, a neutral territory where fae, demons, humans, and witches could mingle without threat. Worried, he wrinkled his brow as he still sensed the traces of Celeste’s divine energy lingering in his bed.

      He wanted to believe that helping Celeste was the solution and that he had fulfilled his purpose regarding the girl. Deep down, he questioned the ease of it and now recognized the truth. He had not solved the mystery, and someone still needed him. She had suffered alone for too many years without him.

      The little girl had never been Celeste.

      Since she first returned weeks ago, he had barely slept in the Demon Realm, which prompted him to try spending the night at his sanctuary in the human world. He had chosen this spot long ago, even before becoming the Demon King. It served as his retreat—a small oasis—but there was no reprieve for Silas last night.

      Unfortunately, he returned to a bed that no longer offered him the rest he wanted. He had managed only a handful of solid hours, and the so-called perfect sleep was cut short before he could naturally feel rested when he awoke.

      Feeling calmer than he had a moment ago, Silas leaned back, draping an arm over his eyes. He was granted a few mindless seconds before the woman’s beautiful eyes pierced through him and burned into his core like she had imprinted on his very soul. He had seen those eyes before—wide with a child’s fear. Now they blazed with a woman’s terror, and both haunted him.

      This one started innocently enough, more like the benign and pleasant dreams he had previously had of the woman, in which he was more of a voyeur than a participant.

      But this time, when he was pulled into the dream state, it became clear that waking from it was not an option.

      It wasn’t a subtle tease as quickly the interaction escalated, and it was apparent she was in trouble, scared, just like the little girl who needed protection before he met Celeste. He spent so many nights in dreams, watching over the child, that it became a regular part of his life. She was scared, but with him near, she could rest. He thought it was over. An emotional blow hit him hard, knowing he had abandoned her for almost twenty years. How long had she been terrorized—if only she weren’t real, but he knew better.

      He closed his eyes, settled his mind, and let the memories of the place in his dream materialize as he searched for clues as to why she had come to him.

      Silas’s understanding shifted then, and his connection to this place made sense in a way he had not expected.

      He wasn’t just a protective presence who scared away her bullies by being around. The monsters had become more dangerous and bold, but so had his role. She had fought the battle alone for too long, and Silas intended to be her ally and protect her whenever possible, especially after what he had experienced last night.

      The immense pain that flooded out of her fed him in a way no dream ever had. Her fear shredded his soul, propelling him with the desperate need to stop her agony. His need to protect her ripped at the fibers of his paralyzed muscles, and the desire to help was rooted deep within him. He was unable to save her, and although he had not seen her die, he knew if he did nothing, she would. The cosmos had presented her to him. She was his to protect, but he had never seen her before in his waking life or what he could make of her appearance. It was like a veil, all hidden but those blue eyes. When he could not find her, an unfamiliar weakness crept through him, suffocating and raw. That, paired with the defeat that forced him awake as much as the loss of her.

      Frustration propelled him from his bed, and he dropped his feet to the floor and shook the images of her misery from his mind and the sensation of failure from his body. The eternal flame, ever present within the firebox, flared over the hearth, carrying the whispers of his kin.

      He struggled to understand what he could do—what he should do. Realizing that he made decisions that could impact the masses daily and didn’t waste more than a second considering whether his choice was right, left him befuddled. He was scared to act, fearing it would be the wrong thing to do.

      Scared? He scoffed, throwing the blankets off. The chill of the room soothed his heated skin. “I have never been scared in my adult life.”

      Yet, his calm unraveled, threads snapping one by one. He paced, flexing his muscles, knotted with tension. An uncomfortable and unsettling sensation hummed through his body, exacerbating the tightness. The marble flooring was cold beneath his unsocked feet, and he pulled a pair of well-worn jeans from his bag. The material was soft against his thighs, and when fastened, it hung low on his hips. Pulling out a fresh black t-shirt, a startling memory flashed in his mind: her fist clutching the black fabric of his shirt.

      Clinging for her life, screaming, begging; the terror that grated from her throat made his knees feel weak. Vulnerability washed over him, like when he lost his mother as a child. And then it was gone.

      A starburst of wrinkles marred the shirt on his body, and the acknowledgment that she might have physically touched him held his shirt in her clutch. His large palm spread over the fabric and rested against his chest. Beneath his hand, his heart beat, strong and true. His flesh pebbled at the truth he wasn’t ready to face.

      She had touched him. The warmth of her hand, the perspiration on her palm dampening the fabric—the physical connection—that had him reeling.

      It was easier to embrace denial.

      “It is only a dream. Get a grip; everything that happened to Celeste and in the realms is coming out,” thought Silas. He rubbed his thick palm over his stubbled face and through his short-cropped dark hair. He shook out the folds of the shirt and pulled it over his head. The cotton tee was soothing against his thick muscles, and he sneered, thinking about fae using magic to dress themselves. He imagined they never knew the enjoyment of fresh clothing or the comfort of fabric. He imagined the magic had to itch for no reason other than that he disliked most of the fae folk.

      “Arrogant prick fairies,” he muttered, never missing an opportunity to bash their existence, especially now when it offered him a small refuge from the woman in his dream. The distraction was short-lived as his worries and unease returned. The disturbing question of whether she indeed was the child from years ago haunted him and threatened his decency. There were certain things in every realm, regardless of human, demon, fae, or witch, that Silas saw as an automatic qualifier to being a monster, and that was harming an innocent child for selfish gain.

      He had never been and never would be a monster by that definition, though knowing the child who, now as a grown adult, spurred so many indecent thoughts that troubled him greatly.

      “Perhaps my energy is low,” he grumbled to himself. But even as he said it, he knew it would not help. Knowing all his previous dreams, with barely an image of her lovely face, had left him hungry and considerably in need of satiating his cravings with the nearest willing demon, angel, or human, now sickened his gut.

      But for once, hunger had nothing to do with sustenance. It burned lower, darker, rooting itself in a need he had no right to claim.

      Old Joe’s—a human establishment fondly referred to as Ol’ Joe’s that welcomed the most unsavory from all realms—would not satisfy his needs. He could not deny she sent his primal instincts into a frenzy, just as his dreams of Celeste had, but this was different. He liked to think the dreams were premonitions of his role in helping Celeste.

      A small glimmer of understanding surfaced—both women were blonde.

      Those dreams had sent him on the search and led him on the hunt for sustenance as well. Ol’ Joe’s was the prime source for easy feeding, and that was where he discovered Celeste. For a long time, he thought perhaps she had been the person in his recurring dreams. But once he held her in his arms and touched her skin, he knew she was not meant to be his. She was something more, a chapter in his story, but that was all. She belonged to King Gabriel. Still, he considered that the woman could be her, a misguided message of sorts that his mind could not reason out. Old mixed-up news rearranged from the stress he was under.

      Silas knew better. Although hunger had led him to Celeste and ultimately put him on the path that granted him his birthright, the hunger he felt now wasn’t for sustenance but a desire for release burning through his core. The hunger that drove him to this woman, first and foremost, was to keep her safe; the underlying, innate motivation was to protect what he knew to be his own.

      But still, he could not merge the two women as one, not a mixed-up recollection of strange dreamy tricks.

      This woman, in all her beauty and mystery, with her icy blue eyes—irises smattered with a near-violet starburst—was nothing like Celeste’s deep brown peepers. The possessiveness he felt for her and the maniacal need to destroy the things that hurt her unnerved him.

      If he ever got his hands on them…

      Nothing would be left.
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      Not Just Another Day at the Coffee Shop After All

      Sarah

      

      “Where did you go?”

      “Nowhere.”

      Flora wrinkled her nose and said, “You ran after that man. I can’t believe you let him drag you out of here in a rainstorm—you’re soaked!”

      Before Sarah could argue that she wasn’t soaked, although damp from the splotches of heavy rain, the crowd of customers had made it to the door, and from the look on their faces, they were not going to be in the mood to wait.

      For thirty minutes, the little shop was alive with orders, demands, small talk, and phone conversations. This resulted in fingers pointing to the menu and digits on hands indicating the number of items they wished to order. They were gone as fast as they arrived, thanks to Derrick helping with the drinks and having the self-serve items ready.

      “I’m taking my break,” Sarah announced, ignoring the brewing Flora Inquisition. She couldn’t escape her nerves and the feeling of being on the edge of something unknown. It made little sense, but it was as if something had forever changed. She sensed things would never return to how they were before that man stood in the coffee shop.

      “It’s nonsense,” she grumbled under her breath as she tossed the rag in her hand into the wash bin. Despite filling seven complicated coffee requests, interpreting hand signals, and making a handful of “to-go” sandwiches, her thoughts were never far from the man. They lingered and scrutinized every angle and line of his face until she could carve him from marble if only she possessed the skill. The deep roots of an obsession she never wanted were settling into her empty spaces, a twisted need she feared.

      Handsome didn’t even begin to describe his face, but the feeling was more than mere superficial attraction, and that is what scared her. The more she thought about him, the more she scrutinized the memory of his face, and the more attractive he became. But it was more than his features; it was his aura—the very space he occupied was charged in his presence.

      He was no longer quite as scary as he had been, and the fact that he more or less ran from her convinced her he was not a threat.

      “Had he intended me harm, he could have⁠—”

      “Talking to yourself?” Derrick asked as he joined her at the small table in the back of the shop with a giant cinnamon roll on his plate. “Want some?” He gestured to the pastry.

      “No,” Sarah shook her head. “But thank you.”

      “Your loss. Are you on a diet?”

      Sarah cinched up her smile and glared at him as she shook her head. “I’m just not hungry.”

      “What was Flora freaking out about?” he asked around a mouthful of roll.

      “What do you mean?” The resignation note in the back pocket of her jeans was never more present than at this moment, facing Derrick’s busybody questions.

      He swallowed the lump of sweet dough and said, “I don’t know, she was muttering to herself, speaking—not English.”

      “German?” Sarah casually added, staring at the pallet of recently delivered whole-bean coffee and other supplies.

      “Is that what it is?”

      “Yes, she does that sometimes.” Derrick sat thinking a little too hard about her response. The ringer tee, likely a size too small, clung to his shoulders and emphasized the belly of his bicep right beneath the sleeve. He was skinny but possessed some muscle. Sarah wondered if unloading fifty-pound bags of coffee beans had benefited him. Then she added, to aid his understanding, “Her grandparents helped raise her after her dad died. Her mom had to move in with them to make ends meet.”

      “Isn’t her mom sick?”

      Suddenly, his inquiries had grown too personal, and worry ignited in Sarah’s bones.

      “I have no idea,” she snapped. “We aren’t that close.” Speaking, it stabbed deep in her heart. Flora was her closest friend in a very long time. Lying about their friendship hurt.

      But lying was nothing new. In elementary school, a teacher had turned her father in after questioning Sarah about the bruises. Not knowing the consequences, she told the truth as she understood it: “Bad things hurt me when I sleep.” Seven simple words that destroyed her world. She never said it was him, but with no papers to prove he was her father, they took her away—and she never saw him again.

      From there, more than a dozen foster homes attempted to care for her, but all failed to keep her. The bruises never stopped, and neither did the strange accidents that occurred—lightbulbs bursting, gas stoves clicking on, candles flaring. Families whispered and moved her along. She knew it was her, the heat in her veins sparking into fire whenever fear or anger boiled over. It frightened her as much as it did them.

      Doctors and therapists had tried to explain it, running tests and searching for causes they could measure. When nothing fit, they wrote their own story: self-harm, acting out, trauma. She was blamed for fires she never lit, accused of lies she couldn’t disprove. They wanted to know where she got the matches and the lighter. No one believed her when she said there were monsters.

      Her file carried the scars as much as her body did: bold black Sharpie scrawled Pyromaniac. Beneath it, Schizoid episodes. Mental instability. A warning label, stamped on her life before she was even grown.

      “She’s better now. I think they are going to Hawaii soon.” Very soon, and the day after, Sarah would disappear and close this chapter of her life, leaving Flora, everyone else, and the Steamy Bean behind.

      Derrick took a massive bite and nodded before rolling his eyes, demonstrating how tasty it was. “I love these things; you are missing out.”

      There was silence as he savored his dessert. Sarah focused elsewhere, hoping he would get the hint. However, ignoring the sounds of his savoring the treat was hard.

      Then he said, “But she did your hair.” He pointed his sticky fork at the back of her head.

      Sarah took a long drink of her water. “She did. That was a lapse in judgment on my part.” She jutted her head toward his plate and said, “You are eating it wrong,” she said, hoping to derail his questions.

      He swallowed. “Wrong? How is there a wrong way?”

      “First, you have to eat the outer ring—maybe two—leaving the soft, gooey center where all the icing melts into the layers. Then eat that.”

      He nodded, peeled the remaining outer ring of the roll away, and ate it.

      Sarah stood up and stretched her back.

      "So, who was that guy? Did you tell Flora to call the police?”

      “What?” Sarah’s heart pounded.

      “The huge guy in the leather jacket, a big, tall, hot guy with piercing eyes? Maybe he was a reporter like the one who showed up yesterday.”

      “Oh… Yeah. I don’t know.”

      “A reporter showed up yesterday? No!” she hissed in her thoughts.

      Sarah cleared her throat and steadied her voice. She wanted to know more about the reporter, but she knew this man wasn’t one, and a new fear lit up her insides.

      “Then why call the police?”

      “I thought he would rob us, but he left.”

      “What made you think that?”

      “He watched you take the money out of the register. I don’t know. The way he just stood there staring freaked me out.” It wasn’t the first time people had assumed the wrong things about her. Teachers, doctors, foster parents—they all thought bruises and broken glass meant abuse or worse. They never believed in the real monsters.

      “Staring at you.”

      Goosebumps lifted down her arms and traced over her back, reminding her of the intensity of his eyes on her body. “No.” Sarah knew it was true. He had not taken his eyes off her except to check his surroundings. “I think he was mental.”

      “Or he read the article and was coming for you. But why?” she worried.

      “He was staring at you, Sarah. I can’t believe you chased after him. He was a freak.”

      “Agreed, but I…” Sarah stopped and considered her reasons for chasing after him. In the moment, it hadn’t felt like a choice at all—it was as if something in her bones pulled her after him. Then she lied, “I needed to figure out what he wanted.”

      “I know what he wanted,” insisted Derrick, “and it wasn’t money.”

      “ I don’t think he was staring just at me. I thought he needed help or something.”

      “Help? I thought you were going to need help after he beat the piss out of you. I thought it was a crazy ex.”

      Sarah laughed. “Ex? I don’t have any of those.”

      “What do you mean? I thought you were seeing an EMT or something.”

      Sarah took that as her cue to check the time and sighed. “Derrick, I have to get back to the counter. Enjoy the rest of your cinnamon roll; all that’s left is the best part. Eat up.” She turned around and walked away. She had no intention of getting into her dating history with him, nor did she want to give him any ideas that he needed to ask her out. He was almost ten years younger and not even old enough to drink alcohol legally. He had hinted that he was interested, but she squashed it before it could start. She could only assume he thought she was younger. Most people guessed she was still in college rather than a step away from turning thirty.

      Fastening her apron, Sarah stepped out and did not bother to look around; the lack of patron voices was all she needed to hear to know they were still dead.

      “Sarah?” Flora’s voice wavered as she spoke.

      Hairs prickled up Sarah’s spine like the air around her was suddenly buzzing with energy. Turning toward her coworker, she understood her apprehension. The man was standing at the counter, his gaze fixed on her. She already knew it was him.

      “You.”

      Sarah stomped forward, more annoyed than she intended, but her emotions flowed out of her before she could stop them.

      “Who do you think you are? Coming in here and standing like a creep, then bolting? So what do you want?”

      Warmth licked up her face, sizzling on her scalp. The man smirked, the expression twisting his dangerous beauty.

      “If you are here to interview me for some stupid article, the answer is no. So what do you want?”

      The man smiled and tilted his head in curiosity. With a deep, velvety voice, he calmly answered, “An espresso.”

      “An espresso?” Sarah gasped, clamped her lips tight, and looked at Flora, who shrugged before grabbing a cup. Sarah stepped forward, and the man offered her a subtle smile. It was nowhere near as friendly as she had imagined it would be. The grin was an attempt to placate her, and she did not return the gesture. She cared little if the man knew she thought he was a jerk.

      He rested his knuckles against the counter, tapping once, twice, as if counting down to her breaking point.

      Lifting her chin just a millimeter, inhaling through he nose, to stifle the hitch in her breath, Sarah held her ground. “My other questions still stand,” she said with a raised brow and a fleeting look before focusing on her task.

      “That right?” His mocking tone lit her insides and fueled the tongue-lashing she wanted to serve him. But it was the way his eyes slid down her petite stature, so intense she could almost feel his touch on her flesh, that ignited something much hotter than the inferno she could conjure.

      “Don’t look⁠—”

      Before she could unleash the scolding he deserved, five college-aged women entered the shop, and she focused on the counter. The man was still visible, despite her trying to avoid looking directly at him when doing so seemed to steal her senses. His eyes sparkled, enticing her to speak her mind—daring her to tell him off, berate him in front of the other patrons, but he knew she wouldn’t.

      Sarah knew it, too.

      She, however, met his challenging stare and held his gaze longer than was comfortable. She tried to ignore the thud in her chest that had nothing to do with fear. She wished she could deny that he was handsome. But she was also irritated that he had awakened a longing she denied herself, one she had never experienced with anyone else. Not even the EMT she was supposed to be seeing.

      Poor Owen.

      It was unfair, and she should have wanted Owen. He was good and kind—a hero who saved lives. The man staring her down, stripping her bare, seemed more likely to be inclined to take lives.

      Still, this beast of a man, no matter how sexy she found him, was worrisome. He had brought to life some latent secret in her veins—her very DNA. The energy he triggered was different from what happened when destruction was her prime motive—the summoning of fire; this awakening was very different. It wasn’t the same power she called on for protection and soul consumption.

      “Why this guy? Why not the nice ones, Sarah?” she harangued herself.

      For a split second, his brows twitched, and humor lifted his features, but as quickly as it had appeared, it was gone, and he continued to stare into her soul; only now, he might as well have been devouring her piece by piece. And why did she enjoy it? Why, when his eyes lingered on the unbuttoned neck of her polo, did she feel the need to pull it over her head, climb the counter, and jump into his arms?

      “Forgetting something?” He tilted his head. “Darlin’?” he cooed in a deep rumble that liquefied her insides, his gaze dropping deliberately to the hollow of her throat before lifting back to her eyes.

      “No.” She forced her eyes away from him and onto the students. She had no idea how long she had blanked out, lost in her thoughts that all revolved around this stranger.

      The young women reminded Sarah of a collection of best friend dolls, all representing various demographics but defying stereotypes. They were cute, fun, and everything she knew nothing about—carefree and enjoying their young adult lives.

      While a couple of the friends were more interested in the goodies in the glass display case, the others found something more delectable to ogle.

      The friend, with thick ebony curls that sprang with happiness with every movement, and perfectly placed edges, batted thick-lashed eyes and whispered something to the blonde. She wore dark-rimmed glasses, a golden, filigree septum ring, and turned her sight to the man. The freckled redhead fanned herself behind him and giggled at her friends.

      It was clear they were not immune to his presence. Sarah’s eyebrow quirked when she looked away from the girls and stepped up to the counter to look into the man’s eyes. “You can wait for your order down there.” She pointed, giving him a helping of attitude. His staring was getting annoying, but mostly, she needed him away from her before she seriously lost her temper. Or worse, she feared she’d expose the tangled mess of emotions and desires he had brought to the surface.

      “Why, why? Why!”

      “I haven’t paid,” rumbled out of his throat, low, dangerous, and a little like a threat. She wondered if he recognized her desire to be rid of him.

      That danger ran through the backs of her legs, making her knees feel weak as it hit her core. His voice became tangible and vibrated through her being.

      “How is that possible?”

      She masked the confusion, holding onto her spite. His attempt at intimidation angered her, so taking a deliberate breath to gather her bearings, she lifted her chin and said, “It is on the house today, darlin’.”

      He smiled again, lips twitching into a smirk as he nodded to the women behind him. “Then I will pay for theirs.” He slid his wallet from his jacket with unhurried precision, letting the bills fan between his fingers before tucking them back together.

      He looked over his shoulder, eyeing the brunette dressed for attention in her low-cut top and tight pants. He stepped out of the way as they laughed and showered him with thanks. Sarah resisted an eye roll, mainly because his gaze was locked onto hers. Heat filled her cheeks, knowing he had made his move in their silent game of hostile flirting chess.

      “Well played, sir,” she thought, and Sarah saw him dip his head in a minute nod. “No way…”

      With a deep breath and smile, silently contemplating her next move, she said, “Okay.” She saw him smile from the corner of her eye; it was almost genuine as he looked away to hide it. It only made her angrier at him and herself for acknowledging how charming his sincere smile was.

      “What will you have?” she asked, focusing on the women.

      The brunette smiled widely and looked toward the man, again staring at Sarah. “Anything we want?”

      He nodded and blinked slowly, saying, “Of course.”

      His response triggered excitement, and for a brief moment, jealousy erupted in Sarah’s gut, knowing they could be so free and carried away by something so trivial. However, a part of that envy stemmed from how he eyed the brunette. Sarah could not deny that she was beautiful—almost too much so, nearly not human—but she behaved no differently than the others.

      The attention they gave him and the pleasure he derived from their praises and flirtatious actions left a bitter taste in her mouth, but she could not quite understand it. This stranger had made their day, and they would take advantage of him. She should stop it, but knowing how much he enjoyed their company enraged her. It was irrational, but it did not stop the devious thoughts in her mind.

      Sarah smiled. She was pleased that the women had made the move she had hoped for when they ordered the most extensive and expensive drinks on the menu. His smile tightened as his stare bored into Sarah, and she pushed them further.

      “Would you like any sandwiches?” she threw a piercing stare his way. “Cheesecake? Maybe something for later? It is not every day you happen upon a coffee benefactor like this.” Sarah’s eyes locked onto the man’s, making her next move. He was unreadable.

      The nerdy blonde snorted and looked toward him. “Is it okay?”

      He just nodded, never altering his expression.

      Flora waved from the end of the counter. “Sir, your espresso is ready.” Her eyes darted to Sarah, and she immediately began working on the mounting orders.

      Derrick joined from the back and prepared their meals and to-go treats.

      The bill totaled $178.75 by the time they were done. Sarah asked, “And a tip?”

      One of the friends, silent until now, engrossed with her phone, took a glimpse, tossing her silky, midnight locks over her shoulder, and whispered, “Thirty percent.” She was the only one who didn’t seem impressed by the man buying them things.

      “Okay, with the tip…” she hesitated, waiting for him to refuse to include the tip. He said nothing. “That will be $232.38.” Guilt weakened her voice, but she held her ground, fighting the urge to rush over and say he didn’t have to pay the tip.

      The man walked over to the end of the counter, picked up the small cup, and walked past the girls, making his way toward his items.

      Sarah felt even worse about encouraging them to spend his money when he had lost interest in them. Remorse squeezed her chest as he rested the espresso on the counter and pushed back the side of his leather jacket, reaching for his wallet. The snug fit of his t-shirt clung to his torso, exposing the well-defined abdominal muscles beneath the smooth cotton. He did not shy away from revealing exactly how much money he had wedged in the folds as he pulled out three hundred-dollar bills with a smile and a wink. Sarah’s sense of culpability dissipated as she watched his arrogance as he held the money out to her. She felt he would say, "Keep the change,” thoroughly besting her in their imaginary game. But he didn’t.

      When his fingers deliberately dusted over the pads of her fingers, her breath hitched, heat raced through her body, and a jolt hit her heart. Sarah guessed that he recognized that she had felt exactly what he intended by the way his lips pursed and his eyes focused on her parted lips.

      Then he held out his palm, waiting for her to count his change. Sarah rarely found herself playing the fool—but this man had made her one. It only left her overheated in an internal battle of anger and desire she refused to let him in on. She was tempted to reveal the amount she owed him and hand it over, but that would be exactly what he wanted. He wanted her rattled, and she refused to give him the pleasure of exposing that he had gotten to her.

      “Thirty-nine, forty, fifty, seventy-five, one hundred sixty-eight.” She dropped each coin into the pile, making a subtle clink. Then, one bill at a time, she continued to count the change back with precision and patience. “Two hundred thirty-three, thirty-four, thirty-five, forty, sixty, eighty, and three hundred.”

      When she rested the last bill over the change and said, “Have a—,” he smiled, rendering her speechless. This was the first smile he awarded her that was not a bit sinister. It was amusing, and she was unsure if it wasn’t worse.

      “Have a wonderful day, darlin'.” His lips curled slowly around the word, his eyes catching hers as he lifted the cup in a mock toast before draining it in one swallow.

      He stole her line minus the “darlin’” part, leaving her scrambling to come up with something different, but all she could manage was, “You too.” Heat deepened the color of her cheeks.

      Again, he winked and, this time, offered a smile that fully exposed his mouth of pearly whites. Sarah’s heart stopped in her chest as she could have sworn a pair of sharp canines—unnatural, impossible—flashed at her before he closed his lips. When her eyes lifted, he reached for his drink and gulped it down. Turning away from the counter, he tossed the cup in the receptacle and exited as if he had won.

      Whatever his prize, she could not escape the feeling of loss, but she wasn’t so sure it was from losing the game or from him no longer being in her company.

      The hum beneath her skin faded with him, leaving her hollow, and with a need she was ashamed to admit.
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      Dangerous Encounters

      Sarah

      Twelve Days Ago

      
      Shortly after midnight, Flora shooed out the man still typing on his laptop. He was a frequent customer, known for his generous tips, and they usually allowed him some extra time at closing. Typically, he would have already gathered his things and summarized his latest project for them.

      “He must have hit the creative jackpot tonight!” laughed Flora as she slung her oversized canvas tote over her shoulder.

      “He hasn’t had to be reminded of closing time in a while,” agreed Sarah. Flora stuffed the remainder of her Danish in her mouth and winked as she reached for the front door.

      “Hey, have a good night, and I will talk to you tomorrow,” said Sarah as Flora slipped through the front entrance with a wave, still chewing the pastry in her mouth. Sarah inhaled the damp breeze heavy with ozone and a dash of car exhaust, noting the chill in the air as it exchanged places with Flora. Once her friend reached the parked car and gave her one more wave of goodbye, Sarah locked the main door, waved to Flora as she climbed into the car, and flipped the open sign to closed.

      Ben, Flora’s current boyfriend, had picked her up, a flavor of the month, to be honest. Flora offered to help finish closing, but most tasks were done since the evening had been extraordinarily slow. All Sarah needed to do was make sure everything was ready for the morning shift. She double-checked her to-do list with a big mental check mark. It was time to leave, but Sarah was exhausted, less because of work and more because of the nightmares that robbed her of sleep and leeched her energy.

      Taking the bus would take another forty-five minutes before she could climb onto her saggy mattress. Walking would take the same amount of time, but a midnight stroll did not appeal to her; neither did a spotty, cold rain shower when she didn’t have an umbrella.

      The bruise on her wrist was still tender beneath her bracelets. People had been misreading her for as long as she could remember. Teachers, doctors, foster parents—they all thought bruises and broken glass meant abuse or worse. Her file read like a warning label: Pyromaniac. Schizoid. Unstable. They never believed in the real monsters.

      Just another reason Sarah wasn’t keen on walking home. Unexplainable yet present and real, random bruises, scratches, and other marks were something Sarah had spent far too much of her life trying to hide. She learned a long time ago that adults don’t believe nightmares can cause harm. She wished more than anything that that were the case. They were initially more willing to blame an overactive imagination, but once they saw the bruises, it became a mission to shift the blame to innocent people.

      Those who were supposed to help were nearly as dangerous as the dreams, and many whose intentions were not good. Unfortunately, neither imagination nor cruel humans were responsible for Sarah’s nocturnal injuries.

      Like then, an increase in dreams meant the waking day wasn’t safe either—the more violent the dreams, the larger the indicator that something terrible would happen. Sarah’s thoughts lingered on the dreams as she gathered the wash rags and dumped them into the wash bin that would be sent out for cleaning by the end of the week. Her most recent dream had been different—too real. His touch still lingered. The hero she called to her childhood dreams had returned, ever just as ghostly.

      He still frightened the mists… Sarah looked at her wrist, and goosebumps clustered on her arms. Something was different now, as she remembered that he had physically touched her. She might have imagined it, but she didn’t think that was the case. Her heart raced, pounding away as she puzzled over the memory that had eluded her until now.

      As a child, she dreamed her hero was Hamlin—the foster dad they tore from her after a teacher saw the bruises and made the call that changed everything. He wasn’t her blood, but he was the only real father she had ever known, and in those dreams, he felt like the same man who tucked her close, even if his touch was never real. After she was taken from his care, the dream-hero kept coming back, chasing away the monsters, until one day he was simply gone. For years, she had told herself that he had only ever been an imaginary friend, a childish crutch to help her survive the loss. Last night proved her wrong—he had returned, but too late, the mists had already fed, and her old wishes mocked her for still clinging to them.

      But he was back, as aloof as ever, until last night.

      Sarah tried to think of a reason, something she had recently encountered, that would have led to her dredging up a childhood mental crutch. The stress of her life had not changed. There was no solid explanation for why she called for him after such a long absence. If ever she needed him, it was during her adolescence and late teens.

      She wished she could remember more about the man, her mysterious protector. The harder she tried to recall any small detail about him, the foggier her memory became. Finally, she gave up, rubbing the throbbing ache in her temple. A residual headache lingered from the mists feeding on her.

      It had been ages since they had taken so much from her. They were the reason she was weak today; her bones ached, and her muscles were sore. The exhaustion and discomfort made controlling her temper challenging, which was unfortunate. But her day was nearing its end, and although she dreaded another restless, painful evening of nightmares, she was curious to see if he would return—the one whose touch still resonated on her skin.

      “Why did it feel… so comforting,” she pondered as if his touch still warmed her.

      With one more glance over the kitchen, she realized Derrick had not taken the garbage to the receptacle when he left. Before she could go, she had one last chore to complete. With a loud sigh of frustration and a slump in her posture, she hoisted the trash over her shoulder and exited the back door. She let it rest on the ground while she maneuvered the sticky lock. If she didn’t turn it just right, it wouldn’t catch. On the third try, it finally latched.

      “They really need to fix that,” she muttered.

      Sarah tucked her keys into her sweatshirt pocket and heaved the trash bag over her shoulder again. The receptacle was at the end of the alley, less than a hundred feet away. She would have to backtrack to the bus stop, knowing she would feel every step. No different from the average person, she wasn’t thrilled to walk through dark alleys, but it was the only way to the trash can.

      “If only my hero could show up in real life,” she muttered to herself, knocking on the wooden railing of the slight stoop she descended toward the trash bin. “You are delusional, Sarah. He isn’t real, just a manifestation of your fears. If you believe he is real, you’re crazy,” she muttered, trying to steady the unease creeping up her spine.

      “But what if I’m not?” she hissed
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