
She stared at the plain white wall, trying to ignore the evil beings hovering all around her. The room was frigid, and Aspen pulled the coarse, wool blanket closer over her as the creatures moved to encompass her. (RW-expected)


They stirred restlessly under the dim flickering of the florescent lights, looking at the girl intently. They wanted her; she could feel their desire down to the depths of her soul. The worst part was that she knew they were going to have her. 


Again.


The creatures were beautiful to look upon. Their bodies were as perfectly symmetrical as their faces and they moved in lithe, graceful motions. Even the strange silver glow about their skin seemed appealing, until she looked into their eyes. That was when she could see how pernicious they really were. Their pupils shined with an eery luminescent red that could cease all her mobility if she looked into them long enough. She had learned to avoid looking directly at them, but could not ignore their presence, nor their intent.


The door to her cold, sterile room opened and in walked Doctor Krause. Two men in white uniforms shadowed him.


Aspen's spine stiffened and she felt bile rising in her throat. “No,” she pleaded. “Please, no more! They'll take me. It's so horrible!”


The doctor gave her a genuinely sympathetic look. His grey eyes squinted in his concern. “This is the strongest dosage that has been approved, Aspen. I'm positive that it will help. This drug has helped the majority of people with the classic symptoms of schizophrenia, and I'm confident that if you work with me, then we can get you into a normal life very soon.”


He opened the package for a fresh needle and grabbed the vial one of the assistants gave him. He meticulously filled the needle, making sure no air bubbles were pulled in.


Aspen grabbed his arm in desperation. “Please,” she whispered, silent tears rolling down her face. “You don't know what it's like."(good)

Doctor Krause patted her arm to reassure her, then nodded to his assistants, knowing what would ensue.


“No!” Aspen screamed and jumped off the bed before the men could reach her. She ran with all her speed to the door and pulled. It was locked, of course. She pounded with her fists in hopeless frustration, ignorant of the bruising on her hands.


The assistant with the dark brown hair came up from behind her, firmly grabbed her arms and held them down by her sides. Aspen screeched and kicked out while twisting her body, her adrenaline giving her extra strength. 


The other assistant tried to grab her ankles, but she was struggling frantically, and he had a hard time getting a grip on her. She kicked him in the stomach and he doubled over as air whooshed from his lungs. The assistant who stood behind her with her wrists locked pulled her back against him and tried to subdue her flailing legs with his own. The second assistant was quick to recover and together they pushed her onto the floor and held her down while she continued to struggle in vain.


The unnoticed monsters around her smiled with their pointed teeth in anticipation as the doctor walked over to her, pulled up her flimsy gown and plunged his syringe into her hip. 


Aspen's chocolate brown eyes were wide and she was mumbling incoherent pleas. The creatures were surrounding the group, waiting for the drugs to reduce her resistance.


“This is for the best, Aspen,” the doctor said as the cold drug traveled through her bloodstream.


The effects of the medication was immediate. She felt boneless and dizzy; slow. She looked up to see the largest demon step out from behind the doctor and saunter toward her, the yellow-green saliva dripping from his spiked teeth in a grin of expectation. 


“No! Stay away! Stop!” Her cries were pitched high in their hysterics, but it was useless. Doctor Krause looked in the direction of where Aspen was staring and, seeing nothing but blank, white walls, turned back to the girl to see how this treatment would affect her.


Aspen watched as another smaller demon leapt at the larger one, fighting for his right to take the her body. They snarled and snapped at each other for several moments, scratching with their nails. 
Finally, the larger demon gouged his fingers into his opponent's eyes. The smaller demon screeched in agony, white light shining from his eyes. Suddenly, the demon seemed to implode. His arms and legs and torso were sucked into the white light, and then disappeared into a fine red mist.


The victorious demon smiled his triumph and laid next to her. He took a moment to smell her body, and she could feel him now. His hands caressed over her, not quite touching, and then he lurched forward.


Aspen's back arched as she felt the otherworldly essence fill her body, taking control. She  gave one final scream at the top of her lungs before the evil darkness engulfed her.
(wow. g.ood, more visual discription)

* * * *


“We're up, Aspen.”


The young brunette opened her eyes and winced against the light.


Robert Feinstein laid a hand on her shoulder. “It's time, kiddo. Are you ready for this?”


She shook off her fatigue and looked over at the lawyer in his nice-looking navy blue suit. There was concern in his eyes and she felt something tug at her heart. 


Aspen gave a big, nervous smile. “I've been waiting years for this day.”


“Just remember,” he said as he picked up his briefcase and helped her to stand. “If he doesn't rule in our favor, we can make another appeal.”


Her head jerked as she nodded. “I remember,” she said softly. This had gone on too long, though. She just wanted it to be over. She wasn't sure if she could handle any more of the stress, or the double shifts just to be able to pay Mr. Feinstein's fees. He had even given her a large discount, and she was grateful, but the discounted fee was still more than she could afford. 


They walked into the courtroom, which was nothing like they showed in the movies. This room was small; about the size of a classroom, with just a few benches for supporters to come and listen. There was no space set aside for a jury, just the chair placed on a higher level for the judge and a place for the stenographer to record everything.


Her lawyer helped settle her into her seat at one of the two tables that were placed in front of the judge. At the other table sat a court appointed official that she couldn't remember the name of.


She kept her expression calm and passive and hoped no one would notice her sweaty palms or her shallow breathing. She held her back erect, her shoulders stiff. She could not help the raw nerves that were battering her on the inside, but at least she could control how she appeared to others on the outside.


The waiting seemed eternal. Mr. Feinstein had prepared her to be calm and just sit there, but it was proving to be more of a challenge than she'd expected. Her lawyer put his hand on her knee so she would stop tapping her foot. She hadn't even realized she was doing it. She sent him an apologetic smile and steeled herself to sit still.


Finally the door opened and Judge Harker was announced. He took a few moments to open a file and get his papers in order. He read out loud the case number and other information for the stenographer's benefit, then looked directly at Aspen. “I have met with you on several occasions, Miss Walker, and I must admit that I have had mixed feelings with this particular case. Your sister appears to waver constantly on whether or not she wants to live with you.” 


That was news to Aspen, and she couldn't hide the pain she felt from showing on her face.


The judge gave her a look of empathy and moved on in his statement. “As we have already discussed, your schizophrenia is also a major concern.” Mr. Feinstein was about to speak up, but the judge waved him to silence. “However, these reports from Doctor Krause and the interviews I have had with you do persuade me to believe that you would make an upstanding guardian to Cedar. I've also interviewed your employers and must admit that your work ethic is impressive.” He glanced at his paper. “You have been able to maintain the same two jobs since you were released from the institute two years ago. This shows a great amount of determination and focus, especially considering your diagnosis.


“Now, I understand that your sister has had some trouble with her school and I believe making a fresh start in a new school with you as her parental influence will be good for her. So, I'm ruling in favor of your case, young lady.” He held his hand up in a gesture that meant he wasn't quite finished. “You will be under a major amount of stress, and I have faith that you can handle it. However, you will have regular appointments with social workers and with Doctor Krause to be sure that everything will run smoothly. You must also attend our state appointed weekly parenting class. This should help you to know how to discipline your sister and will also introduce you to other parents who may be able to give you some support. Do you agree to my terms?”


The elated Aspen nodded vigorously with a brilliant smile on her face. She couldn't believe this was actually happening. After all this time of fighting, she was finally going to be with Cedar. She knew she would have to work hard to make up the lost time with her sister, but it would be worth it.


The judge gave her a small smile and banged his gavel.


That was it. After fighting so hard for custody, the judge gave a ten minute speech and it was over. It seemed so surreal.


Her lawyer reached over and squeezed her hand, then led her out of the courthouse to his car. “This calls for a celebration,” he said to his dazed client. “You should call your sister and I'll take you two out to lunch.”


Aspen smiled at his generosity. “That's very sweet, Mister Fienstien, but Cedar is probably at school right now, and I promised my boss that I would be in as soon as I was finished here.”


Mr. Fienstien smiled at her in amusement, making his lined face crease further. “I just don't understand you sometimes. Here we are, with your case won and over. The case that you have spent so much time trying to win, and you are acting like the judge just gave you a new shirt instead of your sister.”


Aspen chuckled and tucked a short strand of hair behind her ear. “Trust me, I'm ecstatic. I guess it hasn't really hit me yet. When I go get Cedar, I think I'll be jumping up and down, and maybe even screeching like we girls are supposed to do.”


They laughed together as he helped her into his black Lincoln. He drove her to her work as a favor, and she thanked him profusely for all of his help. She wouldn't be getting Cedar now if it hadn't been for all of his hard work, and for a fraction of his usual price. Mr. Fienstien sheepishly admitted to her that she reminded him of his wife, who had passed recently. 


As she got out of the car, Mr. Fienstien called to her. “You call me if you ever need anything, you hear?”


Aspen smiled with all the warmth she felt and nodded her thanks.


As she walked into the bookstore, she contemplated on the experiences with people she'd had since she had been released from the mental hospital. She never knew that people could be so warm and giving. She hadn't received very much compassion growing up and had thought all along that people were just cold by nature.(RW-more subtle)


Now as an adult, she was able to see that it had just been the environment that she had been placed in while growing up. Maybe if her father hadn't died, life would have turned out very differently. She sighed as the thought brought her familiar grief  to the forefront.


“There's our girl! So tell me, what happened?” asked Bobbie, her supervisor. “You don't look too happy.” She pulled her acrylic nails through her long, obviously fake red hair. “Oh girl, I'm so sorry. Are you going to make another appeal?”


Aspen shook off her somber thoughts and finally allowed herself to feel the joy that had been simmering within her ever since the judge had given his verdict. She smiled widely and uncharacteristically ran up to Bobbie and pulled her into a bear hug.


Her supervisor squealed, then laughed as she returned the hug. “I guess this means you were putting me on. Girl, you make me feel so gullible.”


Aspen laughed as well, and it was the first real care-free laugh of her life.(RW) She suddenly felt light. A huge portion of her daily stress had just disintegrated and it was an amazing feeling.


Bobbie gave her a strange yet pleased look and called out, “Hey Kev, get your lard-ness out here and celebrate with us!” 


Within seconds, an older man who could have passed for a skeleton came running out of the back room, his blue eyes sparkling. With one glance at his two employees, he let out a loud whoop and pulled them into a group hug.


“You deserve it, Aspen,” he said. 


After a few minutes of recounting what the judge had said and explaining that she would be picking up Cedar tomorrow, they finally got to work. Kevin went in the back to do more paperwork, Bobbie took her position at the counter as cashier, and Aspen put the new shipment of books where they belonged on the shelves. 


It was just a normal day with normal responsibilities, but tomorrow would be completely different. She would have Cedar with her and they would be close again like they used to be. Aspen would once again be there to protect her from threats, both emotional and physical. 


She couldn't wait for Cedar to get out of school so she could call and tell her the miraculous news.


It was finally time to close up the shop. Kevin and Bobbie were going to see a movie, and Aspen closed up so they could get to it on time. Just before locking the doors, she went in the back to use the phone. She didn't have one at her apartment yet, but she supposed she would have to with Cedar living there now.


She dialed the number for the foster family that Cedar was staying with. 


“Hello?” answered a smooth male voice.


“Hi Mister Johnston. This is Aspen. Is Cedar around?”


There was a brief silence before she heard him sigh wearily. “I'm sorry to tell you this Aspen, but Cedar ran away. She came home from school and went straight up to her room. When I went to get her for dinner, she was gone, and so was my emergency cash.”

(good! Fill in w/ smell, sound, feel)
Chapter 2


Aspen looked up at the large house before her and felt a sense of depression emanating from it. It was strange that she would feel a sense of foreboding from the two story home that was seated in such a nice area. All the houses in this neighborhood were large with lush, well manicured lawns. Each yard had been landscaped in its own unique way, making a competition for the rest of the neighbors. 
The house before her was no different, and yet when she looked at it she felt the same things as when she was in the poorer districts. She chewed on her bottom lip as she approached the front door and rang the bell. 


It was answered promptly by a lovely woman who looked to be in her early forties. She had a trim figure and gorgeous blond hair. Her face had few wrinkles and seemed a touch on the gaunt side. Her eyes were a brilliant blue, yet they seemed strangely vacant. Aspen could see the overpowering emotions of hurt despair, and defeat showing through her gaze. She wondered how the woman was able to get through the day with such emotions haunting her.


“Yes?” she asked in a scratchy smoker's voice. “Can I help you?”


Aspen shook herself. “Sorry. Yes, my name is Aspen Walker. I'm here about my sister, Cedar?”


The woman's thin lips turned in a sneer. “Right. There's not much I can tell you. She just ran away, and that's all I know. Cameron told you everything over the phone last night, anyway.”


Aspen forced herself to be patient. She'd been dealt the most disappointing blow last night and felt herself hovering on the edge of a breakdown. “What about your other foster children? Are any of them home right now?”


The woman debated silently a moment, then finally nodded and stood back for Aspen to enter. The foyer was large and spacious, with double-wide stairs winding in front of her. It was immaculately clean; the black and white checkered tile gleamed beneath her feet, and her nostrils were filled with a strong potpourri smell that didn't quite cover the ammonia and cigarette smoke in the air.


“Cynthia is upstairs in her room,” said Mrs. Johnston as she walked towards the back hall behind the stairs. “It's the second door on the right.” With that, she disappeared into the dimness of the hallway.


Aspen could not help but be curious about this place. This was where Cedar had been living for the last year. What had it been like for her?  Mrs. Johnston sure didn't leave a positive impression. 
When Aspen learned that Cedar was moving from an orphanage into a foster home, she'd been glad that Cedar would be in a more stable environment. Maybe it hadn't been as Aspen had thought.


She sighed and continued her way up the stairs to speak to Cynthia. Cedar had never mentioned any of the other kids living with her and had no idea what to expect from this girl.


The door to Cynthia's bedroom had a large “Keep Out” sign bolted to it. Aspen could hear loud punk rock music blaring from within. She raised her fist and knocked loudly. She only had to wait a few seconds before the door was opened by a lovely girl with dark blond hair and hazel green eyes. The girl behind those eyes was more aged than her actual years. Whatever her story was, she must have seen some life-altering things.


“You're Cynthia?” Aspen asked. “Misses Johnston said that I could speak to you.”


Cynthia leaned on the door-frame, pushing out her large bust that was hardly covered by a spaghetti strap tank top. “Who're you?” the girl asked in a petulant tone.


The attitude emanating from her was not encouraging. Aspen wasn't sure if anything this girl said could be reliable. 


“I'm Aspen, Cedar's sister.”


A look of triumph sparked within Cynthia's eyes. “She's gone. Split yesterday and I bet she'll never come back.”


“Do you know why she left?”


Cynthia opened her door wider for Aspen to come in. She gestured for her guest to sit on the bed with scarlet sheets and a black bedspread. The girl yanked down her short denim skirt before sitting in a swivel chair in front of her computer and turning down her music.


Cynthia regarded Aspen with critical eyes. “She's prettier than you.” It was said objectively, and with a little surprise.


Aspen smiled ruefully. “I would have to agree.” She waited to see what else would come out of Cynthia's mouth. The girl seemed to be analyzing whether Aspen would be an adversary. Whether it was just a matter of looks, or if she was one of those girls that wanted all boys to like her above any other, she didn't know. 


“But I'm prettier than her,” she stated.


Aspen shrugged, deciding it would be best not to comment. She was losing her patience with this girl who seemed to be obsessed with herself.


“She's jealous, you know.”


“Why would Cedar be jealous of you?”


Cynthia sneered. “I already told you that I'm prettier. But I wasn't talking about Cedar.”


“Who were you referring to?”


“Sydney.”


“Is that another foster sister?”


Cynthia gave her a look that said she had to be dense. “Sydney is dear old foster mother.”


Aspen hid the disgust she felt at the realization that Cynthia had a crush on her foster father and was making it a competition of every other female in the household. She tried not to judge. After all, this girl didn't have parents and it was natural for girls to want a special bond with some kind of father figure. She'd gone through a phase like that herself. Still, she couldn't help but feel sorry that Cedar had had to put up with all the drama this must have caused.


“Do you know why Cedar ran away?” she pressed.


Cynthia rolled her eyes. “Because she knew that she'd lost to me and couldn't deal with it. After all, I've gotten all her would-be boyfriends for several months now. She just couldn't deal with the rejection anymore.”


Aspen stood and walked to the door while mumbling a thanks over her shoulder. The frustration within her was mounting to the point that she felt she might explode.(Show) She obviously wouldn't be getting any answers from the ladies of the house, and she didn't want to wait around for Mr. Johnston to get home from work. 


She looked around the hallway. There were three other doors and one of them had to be Cedar's room. It seemed a bit of a stretch, but maybe she could find some clue as to where Cedar would have gone. She quickly peeked in the door closest to her. It looked like Mr. Johnston's den. She went to the next door and saw a workout room filled with weights and some treadmills and elliptical machines. The third door was another bedroom and Aspen knew it was Cedar's.


She noticed that the neatly made bed was also shroud in dark red sheets with a black comforter. Aspen briefly wondered why Mrs. Johnston would choose those colors for teenage girls. Cedar's room also had a desk with a computer on it. It seemed the girls were well provided for here. She searched through the desk, but only found notebooks and textbooks along with pens and pencils. 


Judge Harker had said that Cedar had been having trouble at school, so she doubted Cedar had opened these drawers recently. Aspen sat in the chair and turned on the computer. It automatically signed in to Cedar's email and Aspen scrolled through some of the previously read emails. 


Her brow furrowed the more she read. Most of the emails were alerts that Cedar had received messages from a certain website. Aspen clicked on the link and was taken to a page that required a username and password. She had no idea what Cedar would use for a username, let alone a password, so she clicked on the link that said “Home”.


Aspen's jaw dropped when she saw that it was a pornography website. 


She clicked around and saw that the site was popular for its online chat with “naughty girls”. She looked through the girls' pictures and found Cedar's. Beneath it, it said her name was Candi and that she liked kinky and dirty talk.


Aspen thought she might be sick. Cedar was only fifteen! How had she gotten involved in something like this? 


A thought sparked and she went back through the pictures. She wasn't surprised to find Cynthia's picture posted on there as well. Both of the girls were paid to chat with unknown men about sex. It was possible that the Johnston's didn't know about this, but Aspen remembered Cynthia's fixation on Mr. Johnston. It was very possible that he had encouraged this.(Reaction?)


Aspen scrolled through the history of sites that Cedar had last visited. The majority of them were for prostitution. She felt panic sliding through her. She couldn't believe that Cedar would do that. It wasn't like her at all. 


Along with the panic came guilt. She hadn't known her sister for the last three years. It was possible that Cedar had been influenced to do outrageous things. Her early teen years surely had been difficult and unstable. Aspen wouldn't have been there to help steer her in the right direction, and Cedar had relied on her older sister with great dependance before Aspen was put into the asylum. 


She pulled a trembling hand through her dark brown hair. She felt frozen with all the discoveries she had just made. She couldn't decide what to do. It was as if her mind had just turned numb.


She closed her eyes and shook her head. She needed to talk to Mrs. Johnston and try to weed out whether the woman was aware of what was going on in this house. Then she would have to spend all of her nights searching for Cedar downtown. 


With thoughts of action, she was able to calm herself and move. She made sure that the computer and desk were exactly how she found them and closed the door behind her. She chewed on her lower lip as she walked down the stairs, trying to decide how to approach the foster mother.


“Misses Johnston,” she called out when she reached the landing. She walked down the hall where she had last seen the woman. “I just have a few more questions.” She peeked through an open doorway to what looked like a family room. The only things occupying it were plush leather sofas and a large flat screen television. She continued until she reached the kitchen at the end of the hall.


Mrs. Johnston was sitting at the oak table, nursing a large glass, a bottle of vodka sitting half empty before her.


Aspen swallowed down her apprehension. She always got nervous around people who drank or did drugs. “Misses Johnston, I need to talk to you.”


Sydney Johnston looked up at her with faded eyes. “Oh, yer still here?” She slurred.


Before Aspen could reign in her tongue, she said what she was thinking. “How can you possibly be so drunk already. I was only upstairs for a little while.”


Mrs. Johnston chuckled at her comment. “I'd already started before you came over.” She tipped her head back and gulped down what was left in her glass. She smiled up at Aspen as she reached for the bottle. “Now I'm toppin' myself off.” She continued to laugh softly as she sloshed the liquor in the cup and onto the table.


Aspen was about to speak again when a movement caught the corner of her eye. She forced herself to keep looking at Mrs. Johnston, hoping it wasn't what she thought it was.


The thing glided closer, hovering close now to the foster mother. (Awkward)Aspen closed her eyes and mentally repeated her usual litany. I'm not crazy. I'm not crazy. It's not real.

She opened her eyes and saw that the demon was still there, floating around Sydney in anticipation. Her eyes were glowing a deep amber color, and the usual rotted saliva dripped from her teeth. Aspen could smell the rank saliva and could not suppress her shudder. 


She still had her eyes trained on Mrs. Johnston, who seemed to have forgotten her presence. She forced a smile and said, “Never mind. Thanks for your time.”


She turned and walked as quickly as she could out of the room and out of the house.

(whoa. creepy)
Chapter 3


“Don' recognize her, got it? Now, will you get outta here and stop wastin' my valuable time!”


Aspen kept her jaw clenched as she wordlessly left the stripper's club, leaving behind the smelly and rude manager who had taken twenty dollars from her just to give her no information. It was the fifth place she had gone to and was now completely out of cash. That money was supposed to have been for groceries and now it was gone to swindlers.


She sighed in disgust; at herself as well as the strip managers. She was naïve to think she could have learned anything helpful from guys like that. 


She brought her arm closer to the neon lights so she could see what time it was. Two o'clock in the morning. She was tired, and felt emotionally deflated. Tears of despair and frustration were threatening, but she forced them back. She took a few deep breaths to keep herself in control. She had to keep going. Now that she had visited all the strip clubs in the area that she knew secretly sold prostitutes,(RW-use more sophisticated lingo) she would have to walk to streets and ask the hookers if they knew who Cedar was.


That would probably take three or four nights to accomplish. Cedar would be out there on her own for too long. Aspen tried not to think about what her sister may be enduring at that very moment, but it was too hard not to worry about her being murdered or getting hooked on heroine or something even worse.


Aspen shuddered and decided to stop at a gas station to buy an energy drink. She would have to use her credit card, which was supposed to only be used in an emergency, but she justified it anyway. She would need the boost to stay out there all night.


She slowly sipped the nasty tasting drink as she walked down the well lit street to another, darker one. Her back was stiff and she chewed her lip nervously as she passed the drug dealers, ignoring their unobtrusive solicitations as she passed. She knew what she would be exposing herself to on this street, and it made her already frayed nerves raw just thinking about it.


She saw a young girl wearing a miniskirt and bra-top just a few yards down from her. Aspen held her breath in anticipation, then expelled it when she saw that it wasn't Cedar. She continued to approach the girl and pulled Cedar's picture out of her back pocket. 


“Excuse me?” She asked politely, extending the picture of Cedar towards her. “I was wondering if you know this girl.”


The sickly thin hooker eyed her up and down, not glancing at the photograph. “You're gonna pay for my time? I gots to be compensated, ya know.”


Aspen reigned in her temper and forced herself to feel pity for the girl. She couldn't have been much older than Aspen, and by the looks of her arms, was seriously addicted to the needle. Then inspiration struck. “I don't have any money, but I do have some... extra stuff in this soda. I promise, it'll give you a high like you've never experienced.”


The prostitute eyed the can in her hand with a wary interest. “I get my buzz first, then I'll see if I know her.”


Aspen handed over her energy drink. As the girl drank deeply, she(who?) moved to her side and touched her back. She immediately opened her mind to the girls and found all kinds of pain, both physical and emotional. Aspen ignored the emotional pain, for it was much more complicated to absorb and heal. She focused on the street walker's physical pain. The girl had probably been beaten recently. She had some bruised ribs and a nasty headache, not to mention some aches on her inner thighs. Aspen concentrated and pulled the pains into her own body. 


Immediately, her head ached as if someone was continually hitting it with a sledgehammer. She bent over slightly to hopefully relieve the bruising she felt in her ribs. She felt awful, but knew pain well and could deal with it.


“Wow!” said the prostitute. “What is this stuff? I feel great! There's got to be some kind of narcotic in this, huh?”


Aspen gave a forced smile. “You guessed it. Now, have you seen her?” Again Aspen showed her the picture.


She concentrated on the photo for a few minutes, then said, “That's Candy. Haven't seen her since last night, but she got herself a new pimp.” She shrugged. “I never heard of the guy. Candy says he's one of the nicer ones. Whatever that's supposed to mean.”


“Do you know where I could find her?” Aspen pressed. 


“I get to have the rest of this here drink, yeah?” When Aspen nodded, she said, “She usually hung out on fourth, by the internet cafe. Would get online and have sex(would specify?) chats for extra money when she wasn't getting any work on the street.”


Aspen pointed to her left. “That's just a few blocks this way, right?”


“Yep.” The hooker continued to sip on her payment and turned away, bluntly dismissing Aspen.


Aspen felt her heart accelerate in renewed hope. She walked down the street with a little more energy. As she reached the second block, she heard an animalistic, high pitched scream. She froze on the pavement and looked around.


There was fast movement in her peripheral vision and she turned, seeing an abandoned building with a dark parking lot next to it. Again she saw shadows moving, coming from the parking lot. Aspen was uncertain whether she should investigate. The noise she'd heard didn't sound human, but there could be someone in trouble over there. Her conscience decided for her and she crept quietly across the street to investigate. She went to the abandoned building first, and then sidled along the wall until she could peek around the corner. What she saw made her jaw drop in utter disbelief.


There were at least fifteen demons floating around, but that wasn't surprising considering the area she was in. What had her shaking her head and blinking her eyes was the man that stood among the demons, crouched in a fighting stance with a long silver sword swinging and lunging at the monsters.(RW-sounds awkward) 


His shoulder length hair was tied back and his lean body seemed toned to perfection. Aspen could see the muscles of his thigh bulge through his jeans with each lunge, his shoulders and biceps swell with each thrust. His movements were lithe, full of agility.  (too slow to read) He suddenly spun and forced the tip of his sword through a demon's eyes.(both?) White light shined outward while the creature's body was sucked into his injured eyes, then imploding into a red mist.


Aspen gasped at the realization that this man had just killed a demon. He must have heard her gasp, because he turned toward her, squinting his eyes through the darkness. In his momentary distraction, three demons were moving at incredible speed towards him, their sharp nails poised for attack.


“Behind you! Look out!” 


Before she had even finished the first word of her warning, he was parrying their offense. His sword seemed to cut off their fingers, the extremities turning into a light red mist before ever reaching the ground and new digits grown.


The man continued to switch from defensive maneuvers to thrusting his sword into their eyes. Each one continued to implode with the white light and strange red mist until there were no more demons to fight. 


The man then turned and looked at Aspen, studying her with a look of wary curiosity. Aspen did likewise. She wasn't sure what to think at this turn of events. She thought that maybe after all she had been through, she was crazy after all. It just didn't seem plausible for the scene before her only moments ago to have actually happened.


The man walked slowly over to her and Aspen brought herself to her full height. She could see his face fairly well in the dim light and was struck by its handsomeness. He had dark grey eyes and lightly tanned skin. His black hair was off his face to show a very masculine, angular jaw line with a few days growth of a beard. His lips seemed to be the very essence of sensuality; they were wide and slightly full.(RW)

He held out his hand. “My name's Devlin.” His voice was a rich bass and he had a soft accent that she couldn't place.


Aspen grabbed his offered hand and shook it. Abruptly, he yanked her in close to his body and spun her, one arm around her waist and pinning her arms to her sides while his other hand threatened to squeeze her neck.


“Now,” he spoke into her ear, “I think you've got some explainin' to do.”

(good. Lengthen, don't cheepen)
Chapter 4


The young woman squirmed in his hold and Devlin tightened his arm around her slim waist. He usually liked women with more curves, but there was something about the girl in his arms that he couldn't explain. When he had been able to get a good look at her young face, he felt a sense of protectiveness as he gazed into her round, doe eyes. There was something about her that made him want to shield her from all the terrors of the world.


But he had shaken off the feelings, thinking that she was somehow messing with his mind. She could obviously see demons, and he didn't know what side she was on. He had seen humans get addicted to having their bodies possessed. They would spend all of their time and money on getting any kind of drug off the street, just to make their bodies available to the loathsome creatures.


Humans could only see the demons if they were drunk or high. He noticed that this woman's pupils looked normal, so he had to assume that she was intoxicated.  


She fought vainly against him, then seemed to admit defeat and stood still. He realized that her hair smelled pleasantly of vanilla, and turned his face away from her short locks. 


“What do you want from me?” she asked, and he was surprised at how calm her tone was.


“I want you to explain exactly what brought you to this particular place at this precise time.”


“I'm no hooker, if that's what you're getting at.”


He glanced down at her jeans and worn sweater. “No, I wouldn't have thought you were. I'm just curious as to how you happened upon me while I was... attending to some business.”


She gave a dry chuckle. “Fighting off those things is attending to business?” She sobered and looked over her shoulder at him. “I didn't know they could be destroyed.”


He just met her gaze, not speaking.


She sighed and looked straight ahead. “I've been walking these streets trying to find my sister. That's all.”


“Have you been drinking?”


She sent him a puzzled look.


“You know, like booze? Beer, whiskey, wine. What's your fancy?” When she merely shook her head, he turned her to face him and held his hand under her chin. Her face seemed so small and delicate in his rough, large hands. “Open your mouth.”


“Excuse me?” She was looking at him like he was insane.


“I need to smell your breath.”


She looked like she was about to protest, but after a few minutes of staring up at him in incredulity, she opened and exhaled towards his nose. While it didn't smell nearly as nice as her hair, it was clear that she hadn't been drinking recently.


“Satisfied?”


He nodded, still unsure what to think of her.


“Then do you think you could explain what I saw a few minutes ago?” She was still looking at him with wary eyes, but he could also see the curiosity and something else. He thought she somehow seemed hopeful, but that didn't fit.


“You were here to see it; there doesn't seem to be any more to it than that.”


She narrowed her eyes in a glare. “How can you fight them? The only time I can feel them is when they're about to... to take me.”(quick to trust)

Disappointment sunk into his stomach. She was a possession addict. “I'm different,” he said in a cool tone. He took a step backwards and turned to leave, but he couldn't seem to leave this girl quite yet. He opened his mouth, hesitated, then said, “Look, I know this place that is great with addicts. It is fairly inexpensive and could really change your life.”


“I thought we had already covered the subject of my drinking.” She placed a hand on her hip. “Not that I should have to tell you this, but I don't drink. Ever. I don't even take the medications that my doctor prescribes to me. So, I think your little intervention speech is wasted on me.”


He had to credit her on her acting abilities. She seemed absolutely genuine, but he knew she had to be lying.


As if deciphering the skeptical expression on his face, she threw her hands in the air in frustration. “I have seen demons my whole life and have spent a couple of years in a mental hospital being treated for schizophrenia because I got so scared of them. You don't have to believe me, but I'm telling you the truth.” She composed herself and started walking away while speaking over her shoulder, “Hope to never run into you again.”


“Wait!” She stopped and turned back to him. Devlin was at a loss for words. He had never met anyone who could see demons without the use of drugs. He thought he was the only one who could see them. “Are you...” he cut off, unsure of how the phrase the question. Just asking if she was a half-breed seemed tactless. “Are you like me?”


She blinked with a blank expression on her face. “I don't think so,” she said slowly. “Like I told you, I can't touch them or interact with them.”


“But you can see them?” When she nodded the affirmative, he shook his head in bewilderment. He suddenly became aware of their dank and filthy surroundings. “Look, would you like to go somewhere more comfortable where we could sit and talk?”


She seemed to contemplate for a moment, then said, “Not right now. I have someplace that I need to be. But we could meet tomorrow.”


“Alright. Can I pick you up?”


She smiled grimly. “I don't think so. No offense, but you did just accost me a few minutes ago and I wouldn't feel comfortable with you knowing where I live.”


Amusement bubbled in his chest, and he fought the urge to laugh. She looked so helpless and innocent, but she definitely had a well functioning brain. “Can't argue with that. I'm not from around here, though. Do you want me to find a place and then call you?”


“I don't have a phone.” She ignored his guffaw and said briskly, “Look, why don't you meet me at this bookstore I know. It's called the Mellow Respite. They have a cafe and some alcoves with chairs for reading. I'll be there around three.”


Smart and decisive; he liked that. “Sure. Can I get directions online?”


“Yes.”


“Then I guess there's just one more thing before I say goodnight.”


She straitened her spine and met his gaze directly. He thought he could drown in those perfectly dark brown eyes. Her black lashes framed them perfectly, making them seem larger and rounder. She bit into her plump lower lip, making her seem vulnerable and seductive at the same time.


“What's that?” she asked breathlessly.


“I'd like to know the name of the woman I'm to be meeting with.”


A small giggle escaped her mouth and she covered it as if embarrassed. “It's Aspen. Aspen Walker.”(no address, but full name?)


“Well Aspen,” he tipped an imaginary hat towards her, “until tomorrow.”

(setting up to be more plot based than character based)
Chapter 5


Aspen couldn't seem to get her erratic heart rate under control. She was still in shock over how that Devlin character had affected her. He had been brash and incredibly rude, yet she had felt some strange response while he had been holding her, and when he'd stood close to her. What was worse, she was anticipating seeing him again tomorrow. 


“The guy could be a real creep, for all I know,” she said to herself as she continued her walk down the dark street. “And here I am inviting him to meet me at work.” She rolled her eyes at herself. Since she had not wanted him to know where she lived, she had decided it would be best to meet in a public place. The only problem was that she didn't get out much and didn't know where to suggest besides the book store she worked at. She only hoped that if Devlin did turn out to be dangerous, then he would not find out that she worked there. She would have to think of something she could tell Kevin and Bobbie so they would know not to tip her hat off to Devlin.


Aspen chewed on her lower lip while she approached the place where the prostitute said Cedar might be. It was filthy and reeked of urine and decaying animals. She blinked back tears at the thought of her baby sister working the corner of this street. She could not understand what would possess Cedar to act like this. There were easier ways to make money and it certainly could not be appealing to the girl to hang around in a place like this.


Not finding a soul lurking about on the street, Aspen spotted the internet cafe and went across the street to enter it. As she opened the door, a small bell chimed to announce her presence. She could smell different brews of coffee wafting towards her along with the sounds of keyboards clacking.


She looked around at the few customers who were at computers typing away while sipping on espressos and mochas. Not one of them looked remotely like her sister. Aspen released a breath that she had not realized she had been holding. It seemed that she would not be finding Cedar tonight and she worried that she may never find her. (RW)

She turned and left to go home(X). Her studio apartment would not offer her any solace, but she did need to sleep. She could not afford to take any more time off than necessary, and she knew that if she ever did find Cedar, she would probably have to take some sick days and get everything figured out with her sister and the social workers.


She fought back the bitter resentment that sprang up. After working so hard to get Cedar, her sister just ran away. As if all the effort and stress that Aspen went through meant nothing. Aspen was truly worried about Cedar, but she also could not help but feel as if Cedar did not appreciate everything that Aspen had sacrificed for her. (RW-show)

After arriving at her apartment, she worked the five locks into place and then turned on the light to her front room. Actually, it was her only room. There was a small counter on her left that divided the closet-sized kitchen from the bedroom, but they were not really separate. There were two chairs at the counter for eating; there was no space for a table, no matter how small. 


She went to the double door on the back wall of the bedroom and opened them to let her bed spring out. The mattress was thin and the framed squeaked at the slightest movement, but she had gotten used to being able to sleep just about anywhere. The one luxury Aspen owned was an old, nineteen inch television. It had the ancient bunny ear antenna on top and Aspen could usually find one or two stations that came through clearly enough to watch. It had been left by the previous tenant and Aspen was grateful for it. 


While books were her preferred method of winding down after a long day, sometimes she was just too exhausted to even read. The television was a useful tool to let her brain have a break from thinking and she could relax her fatigued muscles and slowly drift off to sleep.


Tonight, however, she needed neither a book or T.V. to unwind and sleep. (Concern for C.?)She didn't even turn out the light when she flopped her slight body onto the lumpy mattress and immediately drifted into the dream realm, (RW) where her nightmares diligently kept her company.


For the fifth time, Aspen caught herself nervously smoothing the short strands of her dark hair behind her ears. She quickly put her hands down by her sides and leaned back against the bookshelf closest to the entrance. 


Devlin was a few minutes late, and it was driving her nuts to just stand there and wait. She was not used to doing nothing and felt like she was wasting her break time. Although, both Bobbie and Kevin would be more than happy to let her take a long one. They thought this was a blind date, since she could not think of anything better to tell them.


“Ooh, yes, Darlin'!” Bobbie had cheered when Aspen had told them. “You are just such a cute little thing, and it's about damn time you started dating! I could just kiss that lawyer of yours for settin' you up with someone.” She had grabbed Aspen by both of her hands and twirled her in the middle of the store, nearly causing a display shelf to uproot.


Kevin had simply laughed at the display and had told Aspen to take as long as she needed if things were going well on the “date”.


Aspen did not like lying, especially to Bobbie and Kevin. They were the closest things to friends that she had. But there was no way that she could explain about Devlin being able to see demons, just like her. They would certainly call Doctor Krause if they heard her say anything of the sort. 


She knew it would only be out of concern for her well being, of course. They genuinely cared about her, which was nice to experience. She had learned to weed out people who showed genuine affection as opposed to those who wanted something from her. Sometimes, it seemed easier to deal with the people that were trying to manipulate her than those who thought they were helping her get better. Doctor Krause was like that. All the treatments he put her through were because he cared, but he truly did not understand that he was making things worse with every action he made.


She shook her head and refused to allow her mind open any memories of her time in the asylum. That was something she tried never to think about. Not only was it unpleasant to reflect upon, but she would begin to tremble and perspire when those memories surfaced.(RW)

The front door opened, bringing a nice summer breeze to warm her from the cool air conditioner with it. Devlin stepped through, and Aspen was again impressed with everything about him: his towering height, his beautiful grey eyes framed by a chiseled masculine face. He was clean shaven this time, bringing attention to his lightly tanned skin. He was also dressed in more sophisticated clothes with fitted tan slacks and a tailored, button-up shirt. It only added to his obvious presence.


Aspen felt like she had come from the gutter in comparison, with her second hand clothes bought from Goodwill and no make up to hide her blemishes or bring out her eyes. She shook her head at herself. And why should any of that matter? She asked herself. You're just going to talk about demons the whole time, anyway.

Placing a passive expression into place, she straightened and walked over to him. “Devlin,” she said in lieu of a salutation. “Would you like to sit in the cafe or find an empty alcove?”


He gave a disarming half smile that made his left eye crinkle in the most endearing way. “How about I buy you a drink?”


She shrugged as if she had received that invitation all of her life and led him to the cafe section of the store. They both ordered caramel lattes and found a table for two in a more secluded corner while they waited for their drinks.


“So,” Devlin got right down to business. “You said that you've seen demons your whole life, is that correct?”


Aspen looked down at her folded hands resting on the table. “Yes, that's right.”


“Do you know how it's possible?”


She met his gaze. “No, do you understand why you can see them?”


He only shrugged and changed the subject. “Have you heard from your sister at all?”


She subconsciously started chewing her lower lip and she shook her head no. Seemingly to his surprise as well as hers, he reached over and gently squeezed her hand. “I'm sure she'll be alright,” he said softly. 


She squeezed back and then let go, not certain of how to feel about his warm touch. It had accelerated her heart and(X) she had felt like clinging to the physical comfort he offered. That was incredibly unlike her. Aspen did not like contact; it usually made her body respond to past memories from growing up in certain foster homes. 


Devlin's name was called and he quickly went over to the counter to retrieve their small order. When he sat back down, he placed her latte in front of her while he sipped on his own. From the look on his face, she could tell he was impressed.


She gave a small smile. “Good, isn't it?”


“Mmm,” he agreed. 


She sipped some and savored it on her tongue before swallowing. “It's pretty sweet, so a lot of coffee drinkers don't like it, but this is my favorite.” It was also a rare treat for her to have, but she didn't volunteer that information.


His smile showed off his even white teeth. “You must like sweets as much as I do.”


She gave a shy, half shrug. “I don't know about you, but I definitely enjoy having dessert when I get the chance.”


“And does the opportunity arise often?”


“No,” she stated casually. She looked into his eyes again and said in a more serious tone, “I think we've had enough small talk. You must be as curious about me as I am about you.”


He took another gulp from his straw, his ten ounce cup nearly empty now. “I suppose you're right, Aspen. How about we start with you? How was it growing up with demons in your life?”


She swallowed before responding. “My dad turned it into a game. So when I was little, it didn't seem so bad.” It felt strange to be able to speak so openly about this. “I think he thought it was just my way of coping, so he humored me.”


Devlin's eyebrows drew together in puzzlement. “Coping?”


Aspen realized she was gnawing on her lip again and forced herself to stop. “Well, my mom wasn't really the greatest at being a mom and after Cedar was born, she just decided to leave.”


“I'm sorry.”


A wry chuckle escaped. “Don't be. I liked things much better with her gone. Of course, I felt a little guilty because I could tell my dad was really heartbroken over it.”


“Where's your father now?”


She looked away. “He passed away when I was ten.” 


“I'm sorry,” he said again, his voice brimming with sympathy.


Uncertain of how to respond, she took a drink.


“Do you miss him?” Devlin asked kindly.


“Yes, of course.” She reflected inward. “I also feel bad that Cedar didn't really know him that well. She was only five when he died, so all she really remembers are images of him. She certainly adapted to moving around from place to place better than I did.”


“You two were able to stay together, then?”


“Yes, we were fortunate enough for that, at least until I was put into a psych ward.” She looked away again. “I've missed her most important years of growing into a young woman. And now knowing what she's gotten into, I can't help but feel like it wouldn't have happened if I had stuck around.” Her voice was cracking and she pressed her lips together. She couldn't believe how much of herself she had just revealed to a virtual stranger. 


Devlin leaned closer over the table that separated them. “It wasn't your fault. It's not like you wanted to be institutionalized.”


“Well... I was convinced that I was crazy and thought that therapy would help me. They made all these promises that I wouldn't see monsters anymore and I believed them.” She drew in a breath. “When I realized that nothing they did would help, I just started lying so I could get out. I still question my sanity most of the time. It's not like seeing demons hovering around different people is normal.”


He shook his head emphatically. “For us, yes it is. Don't ever think you're crazy, Aspen. I don't know why your eyes are open to some of the secrets in this world, but they are. You should embrace that gift.”


This was the opportunity she was looking for. “So you can teach me how to fight them?”


His features hardened slightly. “I'm afraid that's not possible. You said last night that you can't make physical contact with them?”


“Unless I'm drugged or intoxicated, yes. Even then, I can't fight them off, they just are able to possess my body.” She pushed down a shudder of revulsion.


“Then I am sorry to tell you that there's nothing you can do to confront the demons.”


“But how can you? It doesn't seem fair at all!”


His eyes smoldered. “Trust me Aspen, there's a trade off. One I would never wish on anyone.” Before she could ask him what that meant, he continued. “You still can help others. If you see demons hovering around a particular person, maybe you can convince them to stop drinking or something.”


She shook her head. “I've already tried that approach. I can guarantee you that they would just put me back in the looney bin.” A thought struck her. “But I could help you spot demons to fight.”


Devlin looked skeptical. “That is probably not a very good idea. What if they possessed a body and attacked you? You'd be more of a liability because I'd be distracted worrying about you.”(RW)



As much as she didn't like it, she conceded his point.


“Besides,” he said, “I've been noticing a pattern of increasing activity lately. I think things are only going to be getting more dangerous.”


Aspen's brows shot up. “That doesn't make any sense. I thought demons just hung around druggies and drunks to play around with their bodies. Are you saying that more and more people are taking drugs and therefore increasing the numbers of demons?”(RW)

“That's just it. I'm not saying that there's more people drinking and getting high. What I've seen is more demons around than ever before. Even if they don't get to possess a body, there are a lot that are hanging around the worse parts of the cities. I've been traveling all over the world and seen the same thing everywhere.” He paused meaningfully. “I think something's going to happen soon, but I couldn't say what.”


“That sounds ominous,” she replied dryly.


He didn't offer an apology. “I just thought you should be aware since you're somehow involved in this thing.”


She wrinkled her nose in wry amusement. “Didn't you just  say that there's nothing I can do to help you?”


“Yes, but knowledge is power and the more you know, the more you can help yourself.”


“Can't argue with that. Well, thank you for informing me of the strange patterns of demonic activity,” she said with playful sarcasm.


Devlin kept his face deadpan. “You are most welcome. Should you require anymore of my services, I should be around for a few more weeks.”


Aspen dramatically placed her hand on her chest as if she were a debutante. “You are most gracious, kind sir.”


Bursts of laughter spurted out of both of their mouths. Aspen decided that not only was Devlin fun to be around(RW-more subtle), but he had a wonderful laugh that chimed as musically as his accent. Along that line of thought Aspen asked, “Where are you from, anyway?”


His eyes were still twinkling with humor. “Where do you think I'm from?”


She snorted. “I led a pretty sheltered life, remember? I wouldn't know the first thing about identifying accents.”


He looked amused. “Fair enough. Most people think I'm British, but I actually come from Scotland.” He leaned forward and said in a conspirational whisper, “but to be politically correct, I should simply say I'm from the U.K.”


She laughed again. “So what part of Scotland are you from?”


“No place you would know of. I grew up in a small town called Lochlane. It's a bit north of Edinburgh. I did attend most of my schooling in London, so I guess you could say my accent is sort of combined.”


“It sounds wonderful.” She felt her cheeks heating at her comment.


Devlin just gave her another devastating smile and thanked her. It was quiet for a few moments and they just continued to look at each other. Aspen felt a little flutter in her stomach and her skin flushed. She looked at the wall behind him and saw the clock.


“I can't believe so much time has passed already,” she exclaimed. “I need to get back to work.”


“Oh, so where do you work?”


After debating briefly, she told him the truth. “Here, actually. I'm on my break right now, but I need to clock in.”


He looked amused again. “Well, I know where to find you if I need to, then.”


She smiled. “Yes, I'm here until close, then I'll be out looking for Cedar again.”


His smile slipped. “Look, Aspen. I meant it about that strange activity from the demons. I don't think it's a good idea for you to go out alone in those dumpy parts of town.”


She clenched her teeth. “What else can I do? She's a runaway. The cops aren't going to scour the city to find her.”


His reply was instant. “But I will. I'm always in those parts of town at night to fight with demons.(RW) I can search for your sister while I'm at it.”


A surge of warmth swept through her. He was going to help her find Cedar. “Thanks. I really would appreciate any help I can get.”


He took her hand and squeezed it again. “It's no big deal for me.” He stood and she followed suit. “Do you have a picture of her.”


“Yes.” She quickly pulled out the picture of Cedar from her back pocket and handed it to him. 
He took it and placed in the front pocket of his shirt. “Thanks. I'll stop by tomorrow night to report to you, and I'll have a little gift for you as well.”


She looked at him in confusion. “A gift?”


“Yeah, you have had gifts before haven't you?” he teased.


She shrugged. “Sure, but only when the occasion calls for it.”


He gave a half smile. “Believe me, it's calling for it.”

(interesting. We know they'll get together. not so blantant. Work dialog. more natural.)
Chapter 6


Aspen was not used the the extra weight of her new phone nestled in the front pocket of her jeans. After meeting with Devlin the previous evening, she had finished her shift at the bookstore and gone home to a sleepless night of worrying about Cedar.


When Devlin arrived at her job to give her the update, she was disappointed to discover that nothing had changed. She also found out that his “little gift” was a prepaid cell phone so that he could call her if need be. 


She smiled as she remembered what he said while she opened the box. “I told you that the occasion called for it.”


She had groaned. “Please don't tell me that you're big on puns.” He had denied it and they had laughed together in amusement.(X) After he'd left, Bobbie had rushed up to her. “Girl, you tell that lawyer of yers that I want to be hooked up too! If he brings me a man that fine, I'd be all over him in a flash.”


“I heard that!” Kevin had shouted from the back. 


“Don't worry darlin',” she'd called back to him. “It's just my way of spicin' up the relationship!”


She pulled herself from her thoughts as she approached the internet cafe that Cedar supposedly frequented. While she appreciated Devlin's concern over her being out at night, Aspen decided that she could not stand another night of impotent worry. So as soon as she closed up the bookstore, she had wondered over in hopes of finding clues to Cedar's whereabouts.


Since it was earlier in the night than when she had last come, there were a lot more customers at the tables and at the computers(RW). Aspen scanned all of the females and felt her stomach sink when she did not recognize any of them. 


Feeling worn, she decided to splurge and get herself a cappuccino while she was there. She quickly placed her order and sat at a table for two near the counter while she waited. It didn't take long and soon she was sipping at the hot, frothy drink and enjoying the sensation of it moving its way down her throat and into her belly.

