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Prologue-
I like to listen to music when I drive. But then doesn’t everyone? Driving at night is the best time for car music enthusiasts because no one can see you rocking out in your car like an idiot. The daylight hours just seem too conservative for that kind of musical passion. It’s you and a long stretch of open road with nothing but your own headlights to guide you through the darkness. Music and darkness is like the musical equivalent of peanut butter and chocolate, dark chocolate.
Most people are in a rush, speeding too fast, swerving in and out of lanes. Everyone is on a mission to get to their destination on time. Time is so fleeting for us mortal beings. I take the slow drive; well not too slow. If the song dictates, I like to drive fast. But I enjoy being in my car. It’s one of the few places where I feel content and at peace. It’s also a good place to think and work issues out. At least that’s what people on television and movies do; the part in the story where the main character is trying to figure everything out. In their car they can muse over the recent events of their life and maybe come to a revelation that will somehow conclude the story. It’s very visually appealing to the audience. I can’t personally vouch for a night drive to fix your marriage, but it can definitely calm you down after a big blow out with your spouse.
My car and my iPod are my best friends. You can go ahead and say it. I am a pathetic loser; no shocker there. Most of the creatures of this world are jaded, cynical and to be quite blunt, fucked up. And we can be so poignantly insightful and utterly naive at the same time. It’s a wonder how we keep ourselves from offing each other completely. I am the spokesperson for my human brethren’s flaws; self obsessed, self satisfying, and blaming everyone else for my own faults. I bet you’re figuring out quickly why my car and my iPod are my best friends. If they ever grew a brain, I’m sure they would leave me too.
My mother named me Diana, after Princess Diana. She was a little obsessed with the fairy tale love story of Diana and Prince Charles. My mother even has a special plate to commemorate their marriage. I think my mother secretly believed all the beauty and enduringly sweet qualities of Princess Diana could somehow be harnessed through her name alone. Unfortunately, her aspirations and hopes for that dream failed. I’m nothing like that Diana and I don’t think any of us Diana’s could ever live up to her name. My name is Diana Fleur and I’m a 26 years old secretary at a local insurance company in Asheville, North Carolina. It’s a good job. My dad got me the job from one of his regulars at his florist shop. I’ve been there for six years now and it’s comfortable.
Like most people, I want familiarity and consistency above anything else. Sure, something really great could be lying just beyond that proverbial unopened door, but I can’t be certain, so I’ll stay on my side of the door. I’m not the kind of person who believes in fate or destiny or whatever word one would apply to this universe event planner. But I’d like to believe once in a while that there is a purpose for all of us; even insignificant me. Shakespeare said “All the world’s a stage”; we enter and we exit and somewhere in the middle we do a little performance. Some of us are cast as stars and spend a little time on center stage, but most of us are relegated to the chorus line. That’s me in the back; you can just make out my right arm. I’m just fine being in the chorus line because at least I’m in the show. I’m sure being in the spotlight is great. But I bet it gets really hot under all that voltage. However, what really bothers me is that not only can the world watch you succeed, they can watch you fail. And the failures are what most people will remember after you and I are gone from this world.
The cast is set with the leaders in front and the followers in back. Everyone knows their lines and they are ready to step out and give the performance of their lives; literally. Fate, someone told me she was a bitch. Well that someone was right. I like to blame fate because I need to blame someone who thought it would be a great joke to shine that proverbial spotlight on me. That door that I refused to open was thrown wide open and frankly it knocked me flat on my ass. If I ever see her smug little face I will defiantly kick her ass. On second thought, I change my mind. You don’t mess with Fate, right? Could I have a little cheese with my whine? I’m a complainer, just like every other creature on this planet.
I suppose you’re wondering what was on the other side of that door. For an answer to that, more than I wanted or could have ever expected both terrible and wonderful things. What lay beyond that door was my life, my purpose. And if I fail, no scratch that thought, it’s important not to make self fulfilling prophecies. We must be opened minded and positive about life. We must have faith. My shrink told me that, but no one can compete with Fate, if it’s your destiny to fail.
Chapter 1-
It’s a funny quirk of nature that when you’re in a hurry to get somewhere, every light is red, but when you could care less about reaching your destination on time, every light is magically green. The drive from Diana’s job to the office of her psych was roughly a fifteen minute commute. Traffic was usually busy during the hours around noon, but today it was surprisingly uncongested with cars. Office workers were choosing the option of taking their lunches to work these days. Going out to eat was more of a luxury these days than ever. The restaurant and food industries were feeling the squeeze as well. And not surprising to Diana, every light was green.
Diana was dressed in her usual job attire of black trousers and a brightly colored top. It was Wednesday, so the top was a shiny metallic blue that always complimented her blue eyes. The toe of her black Nine West shoes tapped rhythmically on the floorboard with the music of her iPod. The musical works of the latest top forties were her usual musical preference for this trip. Then for the ride back to work she would usually pick something screechy with a heavy bass; most likely grungy alternative or heavy metal.
Diana sat in her car enjoying the final cadences before pressing pause on her iPod and turning the volume down on the radio. There is nothing more jarring or irritating than loud static when turning your car on at 7:45 in the morning. Of course it could be a great way to wake up the “not so jolly” morning riser.
She took her time getting out of the car. Placing the iPod in her matching black Nine West purse she locked the doors of her 2003 VW Beetle, checking to make sure the keys were in her hand and not in the ignition. Locking your keys in once is a mistake so any more than that and people might get the idea you’ve got cotton candy for brains.
It was a decent enough day; for spring. It was sunny with just enough cloud coverage to not be blaringly hot, considering the day temperature was reaching the 80 degree mark. A soft breeze came and went, ruffling Diana’s hair as it passed. To some that might seem ominous or foreboding of unexpected events but to Diana it was just a welcoming reprieve, a cool breeze on a warm day.
A man walked out of the glass doors to the two story brick structure that housed a doctor’s office, dentist, and two psych offices on the second floor. He paused at the opened door. Diana was far enough away that he could have walked away and it wouldn’t have been rude. But some guys still believe in being gentlemen. He held the door for her and waited until she approached.
“Thanks.” She gave him a quick smile, but no direct eye contact.
“No problem.” He smiled back, letting go of the door and striding away to the parking lot.
The parking lot was relatively empty today and no one walked in with her, so there was a good chance that no one would be riding the elevator with her. Of course there was parking on the other side of the building. Someone could potentially waltz in from the other entrance right now and she would be forced to share the confines of the elevator with another person. The idea of spending even a few seconds confined in a box with another person was potentially unbearable. All those feelings, thoughts, memories and dreams leaking out of their bodies like sweat. Combined with a claustrophobic environment like an elevator, the experience was exponentially more difficult for Diana to deal with. It had taken years of her life for Diana to adjust to working closely with other people. She managed but if she could avoid unnecessary human contact, she would.
Diana made hurried her stride; her heals clicking staccato on the tiled flooring. She made it a mission to reach those doors before anyone else entered the building. Diana could have taken the stairs but her shoes were a little loose on her. It’s what she deserved for not trying them on at the store. But she didn’t like to shop. She spent as little time as possible in those soul-sucking superstructures people called malls. Most people where afraid of falling down stairs. Diana was afraid of falling up them. It was a strange fear, but a real one none the less. She had just reached the doors of the elevator when a woman strolled from around the corner from the other hallway. “What luck?” Diana thought bitterly.
“Hello,” the woman said cheerfully, flipping her bleached blonde hair over her shoulder. She reached toward the wall panel, pushing the arrow with the pointing up symbol. The button was an orangey yellow under her manicured finger. Some people have a strange habit of repeatedly pushing the button. They know it won’t make the elevator move faster, but maybe it makes them feel better. She seemed not to be that type of person, pushing the button once and calmly leaving it alone. She was a little under average height with a tanned face and arms like she spent a lot of her youth out in the sun. A few lines around her eyes and mouth estimated her age to be in the mid forties, early fifties bracket, but she dressed like she was still twenty-five with an extremely tight skirt and slinky gold top with shoes that could only be described as bondage wear.
“Hi.” Diana stepped a little to the left and waited for the shiny gold doors to open. Maybe it would have been better to take the stairs. “No,” she told herself. She was already standing here and the woman might suspect something; or maybe not. Maybe she would just think Diana was too impatient to wait. The stairwell was just a few feet behind her. She could just step back and walk over to the stairwell instead of waiting for the elevator. Besides it was lazy to take an elevator when the building was only two stories. But it turned out not to matter because just as Diana was seriously contemplating taking the stairs, those magical elevator doors opened. Diana let the woman step in first before Diana herself stepped in, positioning herself to the woman’s right. Apparently the sun worshiping bondage queen liked to be in control because she had positioned herself in front of the buttons. “It was only two floors, so what difference did it make?”
The doors slid closed. If there was an ominous swoosh it was probably unintentional. Those moments of awkward silence that happens in an elevator with people who don’t know each other are amplified when that silence is only true for only some of those people. Diana would have given anything to have ridden this elevator in complete and empty silence. Instead she found herself listening to the woman beside her. Even though her mouth didn’t so much as form a syllable, her body poured out information best kept to one’s self.
The woman liked to have rough sex with her new and much younger boyfriend. It was a new relationship and she wasn’t sure if she was at that ‘I love you’ moment or if it was just really good sex. Her husband had passed away six years ago from cancer and she went to church every Sunday even if she didn’t feel like it; likely out of guilt or obligation. A lot of info to be handing it out to a perfect stranger and sometimes Diana felt like she was eavesdropping. It wasn’t intentional and she wished to God that these people would keep it to themselves. Diana moved a little further to the right and back, slightly touching her temples and humming a random song.
Ms. Sex-sun-worshiper turned her head to look back at Diana, whose eyes were now closed and her humming growing louder. The humming didn’t drown out the rest of the world but it kept Diana from saying or doing something she shouldn’t. The woman raised her perfectly groomed eyebrows at Diana, not sure if the poor girl were having an issue or just plain crazy. Thankfully, just as the woman was about to say something like: “What the heck is wrong with you? Are you having a mental meltdown?” But no one would ever know because just then the doors slid open. Diana stepped out past the woman, not turning around to see if they were destined to be going to the same office. If God was merciful, today, she would be heading in the opposite direction and forget she had ever spent thirty some odd seconds in an elevator with a real nut-job or fruitcake.
Diana quickly found the door to Dr. Levin’s office. She opened the door and made her way to the receptionist.
“Hi Diana, you’re a little early” the dark haired woman at the receptionist’s desk looked quickly down at her watch and back up, smiling warmly at Diana. There is an unquantifiable line that stretches between a warm and friendly smile and a sick creepy smile that is kind of on the verge of being an evil clown. Lisa most likely practiced her smiles in the mirror. Her smiles never came off as anything other than sincere.
“Yeah, I know. I guess I got lucky with the green lights today”.
Walking up to the desk and leaning against the counter, she looked around the waiting room. It looked like the typical waiting room, bland and conservative. There was no hint of personality in this space. It was supposed to be soothing to the patients. Bright colors might send someone off the deep end. Diana wasn’t an expert on interior design but this room was so boring she thought it could put people to sleep. Maybe this color scheme was best meant for a sleep clinic.
Diana toyed with a piece of hard candy in a wicker basket set on top of the receptionist desk. Receptionist’s put out sweets to lure patients to their desk so they could ask for money. “It was a good ploy,” Diana thought.
“Does anyone actually eat these things?” she asked holding up what looked like a Jolly Rancher, but probably tasted like plastic dipped in sugar.
Lisa looked up from staring at her computer screen. “What?” She blinked rapidly and looked wide eyed up at Diana. Looking at the piece of candy in her hand she furrowed her brow then turned her face up to Diana’s. “Diana, I’m sorry, could you repeat that?” She looked at her watch then at the computer screen.
“The candy,” Diana repeated “Does anyone ever actually take a piece?” dropping the candy back in the basket. Diana moved away from the desk to the rows of uncomfortable chairs. It doesn’t really matter what office you go to, all the chairs look nice, but feel terrible to sit in. And never touch any of the magazines, unless you plan on washing your hands fastidiously afterwards. People are full of little germs. Every sick person that’s gone through that office has likely touched that latest copy of People magazine. Diana thought it would just be believable that doctors had found a way to keep up clientele by using magazines as a means of spreading disease - pick up the new Woman’s Home Journal, along with the flu.
Lisa laughed, though it sounded a little pushed. “No, I think I’ve had that basket there since Halloween”. She arranged a few things on her desk even though the items on her desk were perfectly organized already.
Diana sat down, looking at the stack of magazines, but not picking one up. “That’s a hint, I think, that you should get better candy”.
“Probably,” Lisa looked back at the computer screen. Her mind was elsewhere. Even to the least observant person, it was obvious.
Diana sat in the waiting room of Dr. Levin’s office, watching the play of lights and shadows made by the vertical blinds over the windows across the room that spilled onto the beige carpet. Moving the toe of her shoe under the lighted square, she placed the other shoed toe into the shadowy made part of the carpet. Light and darkness; they looked different, but there was no real significant change to the shoes. It felt the same. The light was no better than the dark and the dark no less worse, it was just another perspective.
Diana moved her feet back close to her body and underneath her chair. She braced her hands on her knees, staring at the backs of her hands.
Across the room, Lisa sighed softly. Lisa’s boyfriend was stationed in the Middle East. She was recalling the contents of the letter she had just received very loudly in her head. Before she went to bed each night, Lisa prayed for his safety and well being as well as for his comrades. She would blow a kiss to the picture she had perched on her night stand, his face frozen in smile watching her sleep every night.
Lisa’s emotions and feelings were bubbling to the surface. Some people were quiet with only a slow leak, while others were like a vigorously shook soda bottle. When Diana came near, their caps popped off and like a geyser their inner self spilled from them.
Diana reached for her purse which she had placed in the empty seat beside her. She was the only patient in the waiting room today. Sometimes she was lucky. Fumbling through the deep pockets of her cavernous purse, she quickly fished out her iPod and ear buds. She usually kept two pairs of ear buds in her purse, just in case she took one out and somehow misplaced it or left it somewhere.
Placing the little buds in her ears she set the iPod to a selection of Chopin; the flowing chords of a beautiful nocturne helped to filter out everything else happening in the world. It was her personal music therapy.
The piece hadn’t even come to a close when Diana could see out her peripheral vision that Lisa was trying to signal her. It’s rude to continue listening to a song; even if it goes against the grain to stop midway through. Diana pushed the pause button, carefully extracting the ear buds from her ear canal. She raised her eyebrows silently giving that ‘what’s up’ look.
“Are you going to Ryan’s birthday party this weekend?” Leaning over the receptionist desk, Lisa looked more like an eager teenage kid than a fully grown woman. “You know you’re invited, right?”
“Yeah, I know”. You would think that after twenty–one, birthdays wouldn’t be so special anymore. And grown up birthday parties are very little about celebrating the anniversary of someone’s birth and mostly about getting drunk and hooking-up. “No, I’m not going. Are you?” Diana questioned.
“Of course,” Lisa said, “We went to high school together”. They had all gone to high school together, Diana included. And even if they didn’t have that past history ‘school daze’ connection; Diana knew Lisa would have used some other argument to justify going to this party. “You should come. It’ll be fun”. She leaned farther over her desk. Anymore and she’d be toppling head first over it. She planted her warmest, most sincere smile, showing off a few of her dazzling white teeth. Her mom had paid for her to get her teeth whitened at the dentist office as a Christmas present last year. It was no wonder she always smiled, she had to show off her investment.
Diana gave a half hearted grin that most likely came off as a grimace. If someone smiles at you you’ll come off as a bitch if you don’t smile back. It’s an ingrained reaction in every human female. Women smile even when they’re upset. It doesn’t make sense but then few things in this world make much sense.
“Don’t you think Ryan’s a little too old to have a birthday party? I mean really,” rolling her eyes “he’s turning twenty-seven”. Diana folded up the ear buds; placing both ear buds and iPod in her purse. It wasn’t like the boy was turning one of those monumental numbers, like sixteen or twenty-one or thirty. The birthday thing was juvenile and unless you were a celebrity, no one cared.
“Diana,” she leaned her chin on her hands, “Who cares? It’s just a party”. She plopped back down in her seat; shuffling through some papers till she found her stake of invitations.
“I’m inviting you”. Reaching back over the counter she revealed to Diana a printed invitation. It was a thick green cardstock paper with bold black lettering on it. She dangled the invitation over the desk edge for her to take.
Diana had two choices: she could either get up, take the little green card from her or let Lisa’s hand cramp up because she sure as hell wasn’t going to take back the invitation.
Diana moved out of her seat to take the invitation. Just as she reached out to take it from her hand, Lisa grabbed Diana’s outstretched hand with her other hand. “Please promise you’ll try to come.” She squeezed Diana’s hand lightly. “I really worked hard putting this party together”. Diana managed to do nothing more noticeable than suck in air through her nose. Lisa’s life force was like an electric current running over her skin; a tangible energy that was a small particle of the universal cosmos, potential energy that connected all of us to each other and the world.
“Okay”. Diana removed her hand carefully from underneath Lisa’s, taking the little green invitation at the same time. “I don’t have a gift”. It didn’t matter anyway, because she wasn’t going. She told herself that Lisa would understand if she didn’t show up. She would come up with some excuse at the last moment.
“That’s alright,” Lisa was momentarily cheered that Diana had agreed. They had known each other since middle school. Lisa considered herself among Diana’s few friends. She sometimes worried that Diana was too quiet, too guarded around people. If only Diana would open up to her, it would make her life easier. But that was why she came to this office; though she wasn’t sure if any of these sessions actually helped. Diana never talked about it. She didn’t talk about much of anything. The bright cheerful girl she had known as a kid was just an empty shell of her former self and no one knew why. They had their suspicions, but it was rude to talk about other people like that. “Just bring yourself. Besides we’re too old for presents, balloons, and cake, right?”
“Yeah, okay”. Taking deep breaths, Diana concentrated on controlling her feelings or more specifically the residual effect of touching another person’s soul. The same people who wear their hearts on their sleeves are usually the same ones with surface souls. These are the souls that live close to the skin. Sometimes they give off a glow or aura, but only a few special people can see them. Others bury them so deep inside themselves that it might seem that they don’t have one at all.
Lisa was definitely one of those “Hearts on her Sleeves” girls. Her soul hovered just beneath her skin like an inner light. It was actually very beautiful in a scary sort of way. Humans tend to be squeamish around paranormal experiences. Even if you were used to it, sometimes it could still be unsettling. Diana had grown up with her unusual ability and she still found it unsettling. Lisa’s heart has been broken so many times you would think there weren’t enough pieces to reattach each time it was shattered. But the immortal soul is practically indestructible. There are very few events in this world that have the capability of such destruction.
Diana looked down on her hand, which was clutching the invitation overly tight, causing it to bend and crease. She loosened her grip. Just then a dark stained oak door behind and to the left of the desk opened, revealing a large man in the archway.
He was tall enough that the top of his head just barely brushed the frame of the door casing. His skin was dark bronze; hinting more towards a Native American ancestry, but his complexion was somehow pale as if he didn’t spend a great many hours outside. His skin had a waxy sheen to it, like someone who has been sick for a long time. His dark brown eyes focused themselves on Diana. If Diana hadn’t known any better, she’d think he knew her, but she had met very few of Dr. Levin’s other patients. He looked at her closely as if trying to make a judgment about her. His lips, which had a sinister twist to them, turned up at the corners. His eyes bored into her and when he seemed to find what he wanted to know, he nodded his head. Looking behind him once; he turned away suddenly making long strides out of the office; the sound of his trainers squeaking on the tiled hallway.
“Diana,” Dr. Leven, who now occupied the space that had once been filled by a person whose strange nefarious aura had momentarily stunned Diana. It felt like evil. Why would evil come to visit Dr. Levin’s office? Diana didn’t know. She knew the dark creatures of this earth were cunning and resourceful. Even in these modern times, the earth is still subject to them. Diana shook herself mentally and dismissed the creature from her thoughts. The woman, whose person now occupied that space, quickly eviscerated any lingering particles of the man’s tainted soul.
She was a small woman, of course, when compared to Diana’s 5’10 frame. Her dark complexion was a mixture of Island Caribbean and Eastern European. It made her look exotic, yet approachable enough to people who didn’t like foreign looking doctors. She didn’t have an accent, but somehow she didn’t sound like most people. It was almost as if she tried extra hard to keep any hint of her nationality or heritage confined.
“Hello,” Diana answered her, bringing her mind back to the present. Dr. Levin was purely good, a rarity it seems in this day and age. She would never associate herself with the evils of this world. Such a thing was impossible.
“Come in,” she said, gesturing with her hand. “I hope you didn’t have to wait too long”. She walked back into her office. Diana, as if on cue, followed in behind her. Shutting the door it made an audible click, like taking the safety off of a gun.
“I’d like to start today’s session by asking a few questions.” Dr. Levin moved to sit in her chair of choice, a high backed winged chair; the shade of brown that hinted at being a throwback to the 70’s. It didn’t look very comfortable, but Dr. Levin appeared to not care. However she spent her earnings, it was definitely not on an interior designer. She probably bought the chair and most of the other furnishings when she opened her practice in 1978.
“Okay, shoot”. Diana walked across the room. She had come to this place so many times she had memorized every piece of furniture and decoration in the place. If she closed her eyes she could probably walk around and not bump into anything. It was as familiar to her as her own home, but not as comforting.
Diana sat on the couch facing Mila. That was her first name, though Diana never openly called her by her first name. It would be rude and against the doctor patient communicative guidelines. People are sticklers for rules. It seems as if they can’t live without someone else telling them how to behave and what to do. But the creatures of this world are weak and they need a guiding force to lead them. That’s just the way it works. Doctors sit in high back chairs and patients sit on couches. That also just seems to be the way it works. The world revolves around a system of hierarchies; there is always someone on top and the rest are below.
Couches seem to make patients open up better like two people making idle chat in a semi-looking living room setting; except there is no television. One person does all the work and the other person takes notes and then wants to be paid at the end of the chat. It’s kind of like a blending of a best friend and a hooker.
A knock at the door and Lisa poked her head through the now slightly open door. “You forgot your purse,” she said as she held the purse through the slot, swinging slightly.
Diana would have smacked herself in the head; but she wasn’t in a comedy show, also that would have looked ridiculous. “But of course she would forget her purse”, she thought. Maybe she was losing her mind. Only old ladies can’t seem to keep track of their purses and a lady can’t be without her purse, goes the old adage.
“Thanks, Lisa.” Diana got up to retrieve her purse. Lisa handed the purse over and closed the door behind her as she went back to her post behind the reception desk. Diana moved back to her respected place on the couch.
“How have you been since the last time we spoke?” Dr. Levin reached behind her for a pad of paper and a pen. Diana suspected that she doodled on that pad of paper, but that would be unprofessional and Dr. Levin was the epitome of professionalism and no one could deny that.
“Fine,” she answered a little too tersely. That was what she usually said in response to those kinds of questions. Actually that was how Diana responded to most questions; with as short a response as possible. And even if she didn’t feel fine, what was the point in addressing it? But wasn’t that what these sessions were all about? Trying to figure out why she never felt that simplistic word “fine”.
“Really," Mila drawled as she made the ever irritating pen tap on her note pad as if she could illustrate her disapproval of Diana’s comment. Thank God she didn’t chew on the end of her pen. That was a habit Diana couldn’t figure out except to assume that the person had a peculiar oral fixation.
Diana nodded. She looked about the room and noticed a new hanging plant in the corner. She wondered if the plant had been a gift. Most likely it was. Dr. Levin didn’t seem like the kind of person to buy unnecessary things for herself. She was rather a minimalist. Even her clothing choices spoke of a thrifty personality. She probably bought from large retail chains and never spent more than fifty dollars on shoes. Some people spent that much on flip flops alone that they just wore to the beach. Diana never cared for flashy brand names, but sometimes she did like nice things and if they happened to have a couture name attached; so be it.
Mila looked down at Diana’s left hand, noticing for the first time the invitation to Ryan’s birthday party. She knew that Diana never readily accepted invitations to social gatherings. She was reclusive and shy; not someone who would be the life of a party. Crowds of people turned Diana inside herself and away from everyone else. Ordinarily she would have diagnosed her with an anxiety disorder case and prescribed a helpful treatment to alleviate the symptoms of this devastating illness. However, Dr. Levin believed there was more behind the anxiety and no amount of treatment could solve the problem, especially when Diana never opened up.
“What’s that, Diana?” pointing with her pen to the invitation in Diana’s hand.
“What?” She was momentarily distracted by her own thoughts.” Looking down at her hand, she tried to smooth out the edges she had bent. “Oh, it’s an invitation to a birthday party, some guy I knew from high school. It’s this weekend.” Diana put the card in her purse and put the purse on the couch beside her. She held the straps of the purse in her lap; playing with the frayed bits of the leather.
“That sounds like it will be fun; getting together with old friends from school” she said with a nod of approval. Mila believed that this party was a step forward in bringing Diana out of herself into the rest of society. “Of course you will be attending, right?” She looked hopeful. Diana could be a very sweet girl if she wanted to be. She thought that all Diana needed was a little encouragement and the reclusive wall flower would step away from the wall and bloom into the beautiful creature she knew Diana could become.
“What would be the best tactic,” Diana thought. Could she lie and tell her she was going, which she certainly was not doing. Or should she tell her no she wasn’t going and spend the entire session discussing her anti-social behavior and why going to this stupid party would be that dreadful word, ‘good’ for her.
“Don’t eat that fruit, it’s bad for you.” What’s good or bad for you seems to always be based on someone’s twisted opinion. Just so they can feel superior. What’s good for the goose isn’t always good for the gander. And Diana was a very unique gander. Going to that party would be bad on many levels, like a seven layer cake of potential disaster.
“Yes, I think it will be fun.” Diana smiled. She wondered if Dr. Levin was buying any of this. Was the smiling too strained? Could she somehow read her eyes with that psych intuition and know the truth? Diana couldn’t see the benefit of going to this party other than it would put her face to face with her past. That was something she tried every day to forget. So far it was working.
“Do you think you can really B.S. me?” Mila said, raising her eye brows. Her usually relaxed expression became tight, like the beginnings of anger. Diana could not lie to her. She wasn’t going through with it. Once again she would make some excuse to not live her life to the fullest and remain trapped within her own fears. It was devastating, both to Diana and to Dr. Levin; who wanted nothing more than to not have to see this patient ever again.
“What?” Diana raised her own eyebrows at that. Diana had never seen Dr. Levin actually become upset, let alone come so close to cursing. It went against her cool personality to resort to such blue collar terminology. She quickly recovered her look of shock and plastered that apathetic face that she always wore. It felt comfortable and safe.
“How long have we been having our little visits?” tapping a long and lacquered fingernail on the little note pad in her lap; tilting her head a little to the right. She became extremely focused on Diana’s face; as if searching for something Diana refused to reveal. She didn’t find what she was looking for. Her lips thinned slightly, the lines around her mouth becoming more drawn. Diana was almost ready to believe that she would scratch her eyes out if Diana said the wrong thing; almost.
Diana thought of a smarmy comeback. She knew she was being stubborn, but she didn’t care. “Let’s see.” She made a tapping rhythm on her chin. “I’m 26, so if you divide that in half, subtract by the number of reality shows currently on air and multiply by the number of toad stools in my back yard. I think it’s our 10th anniversary next month. Happy Anniversary,” she gave a little shout, threw out her arms in a great show of excitement then slumped down in the couch. It made a groaning noise under her butt; the springs were a little less springy after thirty years of use and the seat sagged a bit. Diana placed her hands over her stomach and just stared blankly at Dr. Levin.
“Looks like we decided to play the bitch card today,” Mila jotted something down on her note pad. Diana could play these little games with other people, but she knew what pain lie just under that false bravado. It had been nearly ten years since that first meeting with Diana and her parents. And if Mila were being honest with herself, she would say that very little had changed in all these years.
“No, we’re pretending this is the movie, Goodwill Hunting”. She leaned forward away from the couch back. “You’re Robin Williams,” pointing to Dr. Levin. “And I’m Matt Damon. You act real cool and calm and I act like a real hard ass. I push you away, but you keep giving it all you got, until finally you break me and we have a good cry and a hug”.
Diana knew she was acting bitchy, but again, she didn’t care. They had been going at this game for nearly ten years. Ever since that first meeting with her parents, she had hated coming here. She still hated coming back to this office once a month. Yeah, it was like that once a month issue. You could try to forget in the in between weeks, but it never completely left your mind that eventually another session would begin. The question was why did Diana continue to return? She was an adult now and fully capable of ending her treatment. It would certainly be an expense she would no longer have to pay.
Diana couldn’t fully explain why she came back each time, a penchant for masochism; perhaps. Or, a more likely reason was because somewhere behind that seemingly impenetrable wall of stubborn withdrawal Diana wanted to be free, free from an unrelenting burden that threatened to consume her at any moment.
“Do you want a hug Diana?” Her voice still contained an edge of anger, but her face looked earnest rather than angry. Her face didn’t have that strained edge to it. Diana’s eyes widened at the edges, a look that Mila took as a mixture of shock with a good dose of fear. Mila knew that Diana didn’t like to be touched. She had had past patients who abhorred physical contact. But the fear in Diana’s eyes bespoke of something beyond the physicality of touching. Diana would probably prefer slamming her hand in a car door than voluntarily reach out and hug another human being.
“No!” she said vehemently. “I don’t need a hug.” she snarled out the words, a face of pure disgust. “I’m not a little kid anymore”.
“Okay.” Mila sighed. She figured as much. “No hugs then,” she reassured Diana.
They both sat quietly in their preferred seats and stared at each other; Dr. Levin looking stern yet hopeful and Diana mentally counting down the minutes until the session was over. It was a waiting game; Mila waiting for Diana to let go and actually express herself; Diana waiting for the time to run out.
“Do you want to be here?” Mila wondered sometimes if Diana came here out of habit like for some people going to church. They went every Sunday, but they never got anything out of it. It was a ritual, but somewhere between the front doors of the church and their cars they lost whatever inspiration they might have had once outside the walls of the sacred building. Why did they come, then? Mila believed that the nature of God lived in the streets not in the walls of some consecrated building of faith. God lived in the hearts of human kind.
Diana focused her eyes just beyond Dr. Levin’s left shoulder. She couldn’t answer her honestly because honestly, she didn’t know. “Of course, I’m here aren’t I?”
“Yes,” she sighed. It looked like Mila was the one being broken. She doubted Diana would ever change. What good was she as a doctor if she couldn’t help this woman live a good life? But Diana had to want to live that life. It was up to her to choose.
“The check clears every month, doesn’t it?”
Mila wasn’t following the logic of this comment. “Yes,” she answered. She looked slightly confused at Diana.
“Okay,” she said rolling her shoulders. “So whether you fix me or not, you still get paid, right?”
Mila was silent for several minutes. Something was up today with Diana. Even on her worst days, she was never this caustic. Mila didn’t know how much more of this session she could take. All she really wanted to do was grab Diana and shake her vigorously then pull her into her arms and hug her like she was her own child. But she couldn’t do either of those two things, so she did the only logical response left to her; she kicked her out.
“Get out,” she spoke calmly. Mila didn’t like this easy out for herself. But she wasn’t doing Diana any good by keeping her here. It was pointless and a waste of time for both of them.
“Excuse me?” Diana didn’t believe what she had just heard. Dr. Levin was kicking her out of her office. Did that ever actually happen? She didn’t want to be here, but somehow the realization that Dr. Levin had finally given up solidified the realization that Diana really was unfixable. She was broken and no one could put the pieces of her soul back together.
“Get out, Diana,” enunciating each word; striking the consonants with a bite to her voice. “Get out of my office” pointing to the dark stained oak door with one of her perfectly manicured fingers. Gesturing to the door she said “If you want to be here then be here, but if you want to waste my time, then get out”.
Diana was almost expecting a ‘And don’t let the door hit you in the ass on the way out’. But Dr. Levin was too dignified for such base comments. Diana grabbed her purse roughly and pushed herself up from the sink hole of a couch.
“Great session today Mila, see you next month”. She hooked the shoulder straps of her purse over her left shoulder, walking to the door past Dr. Levin. Just as she reached the door with a hand perched ready to turn the handle, Dr. Levin quietly spoke to the right of her.
“Today’s the day it happened, isn’t Diana?” Mila watched as Diana’s body grew still, her hand poised over the doorknob. Her parents had brought her in almost ten years ago. It was a time in Diana’s life that no one talked about. Very few knew the complete details, only that it had changed her. Diana never volunteered any information except to say that all that had happened so long ago, she barely remembered. Diana had suppressed the years of her life deep down within herself, that in truth, she probably had forgotten. But the residual effects of that kind of repression nearly killed her. Mila continued, watching Diana closely. “That’s what this is all about”.
Diana didn’t as much as blink for the length of a few short breaths. Then she turned the handle opened the door and without looking behind softly closed the door as she left without another word.
Chapter 2-
“Who the hell does she think she is?” Diana stormed out of the office. Lisa had a very surprised look on her face, but Diana was too mad to even care or notice. “Bye, Lisa”. She threw the words over her shoulder through tight lips. Racing down the stairs, she burst through the side entrance of the building. Luckily, there was no one on the other side or they would have had a face full of steel door.
Diana reached into her purse; digging for her keys. The keys got tangled with her ear buds. After several minutes of grumbling and pulling, she finally extracted her keys from the mess. Pulling out her iPod, she practically threw her purse into the passenger seat. Getting in, she slammed the door with more force than necessary; obviously. Diana rubbed her hands over her face and refused to remember. She was dead inside, but she preferred it that way. Being dead didn’t hurt. She sat there with her forehead on the steering wheel, her fingers holding on to the wheel for stability. She sat in silence for several minutes.
Breathe.
When she felt a little more under control, she lifted her face from the steering wheel and glanced at the clock on the dashboard. Time stared up at her. It was too early to be back at work. She needed a distraction; anything but driving back to work and having to orchestrate a story about why she was back so early. The other office employees knew where she went and more importantly, why.
“What the heck is there to do in the middle of the day; on a week day?” she muttered out loud to herself. She could go home, but if she did that she was afraid she would never want to leave. They would find her several days later, unconscious, or dead. She couldn’t go home.
Go to the library. Wander the isles aimlessly looking for something to read. It sounded like a good idea. It probably wouldn’t be busy at all. Libraries are anything but quiet. Nobody really believes in enforcing the old rule of quietness in libraries, not with cell phones going off and kids running through the aisles. But at least it would be something to do.
North Carolina was a great state to live in. It had both the advantages of being a coastal state with beaches, as well as beautiful mountains that could easily rival any out west. Tourist’s looking for natural beauty and bohemian charm found what they were pining for in Asheville.
Diana was born and planned on living her entire life here. If one were inclined to believe in folklore and legendary mythical creatures, then North Carolina was definitely the place that one could picture those stories played out in. Diana remained in North Carolina because she was drawn to the magic of it. It was her home; forever.
The county library parking lot was mostly empty. Not unexpected, considering most people should be in school or at work. Diana grabbed her purse, making sure it contained her most treasured iPod. Keys in hand, she locked the door to her car. It was by far the cutest looking one in the lot; sky blue and extremely feminine. She wouldn’t classify herself as girly; the car probably being the one exception.
The county library was the usual two story cement structure painted an inoffensive grey color with white finishes. Diana made her way to the double glass doors, pulling one shiny reflective door open and walking into the blissfully climate controlled building. The humidity was low, but the sun was bright enough that you could break a sweat in less than ten minutes with enough physical activity.
She took the stairs to the second floor. The faint smell of musty books was oddly comforting. Diana enjoyed reading. It was one of her drugs of choice when trying to escape the reality of her own life. Music, of course, was the other.
She was already in the middle of a book; it was at home, lying next to her bed on the night stand. The idea of starting a new book felt wrong and went against her monogamous reading beliefs. She was a one book at a time kind of a girl. She couldn’t possibly go home with the smell of another character on her hands, right? There were a few wandering patrons; retired persons mostly. Diana scooted past a cluster of them shuffling through a cart of paperbacks. They ignored her and she them as she moved on to one of the furthest aisles.
Diana leaned back against the book shelf and stared with unfocused eyes on the opposite set of shelves. She reached out grabbing whatever book happened to be within her reach. It turned out to be a book on Scandinavian folklore. She ran her fingers along the little book with gold lettering. There was nothing better to do and reading would help clear her mind. It looks like she was cheating on her book at home; once a cheater always a cheater. Oh well, no one’s perfect, right?
Little conversation seating areas were placed throughout the library. One in particular was located just down Diana’s aisle facing a set of floor to ceiling glass windows. The seating area was thankfully unoccupied. Diana took one of the chairs angled into a corner of the wall. Adjusting her posture, she made herself more comfortable in the surprising cushiony upholstered chair.
Setting her purse on her lap and the opened book over her purse, she began reading. She would spend some time casually reading. Then head back to the insurance office and forget about today. As far as she was concerned the anniversary of this day’s events never happened. It was better that way.
Her boss was extremely lenient; a real teddy bear of a guy who was willing to give her a two hour lunch break today. So she had time to kill. Diana was familiar with the history of Norse folklore, but there was always something, an interesting little insight that would catch her eye. People dismissed folklore for being the imagining’s of people who didn’t have the means to explain their world so they made them up. But that just wasn’t true. The universe was vast. Even if one tried to learn the secrets of it all, they would never really understand. The truth is that in all fantasy stories there is a measure of truth.
Diana was so engrossed in her little book of folklore she didn’t register the fact that someone had taken a seat in her conversation area. That never happened. It was impossible to sneak up on her. Even the most guarded soul couldn’t be that stealth. Only creatures she was unfamiliar with could hide themselves from her. But once she could detect them, it wasn’t long before she figured them out.
“Hi, what are you reading?” spoke a deep male voice.
“Was he serious?” Do people really get picked up in libraries? Diana thought about not answering. Then she told herself not to be a bitch and answer him. “Scandinavian folklore,” she answered simply. It was concise with only a splash of bitchy.
“Oh, sounds cool,” His voice sounded amused.
Diana looked up and whatever response she might have given that extremely unimaginative line died before her brain could coordinate a simple string of words. For several agenizing seconds, there was a weight of empty blankness in that portion of her body.
The man from Dr. Levin’s office was sitting across from her asking about what she was reading in a casual and pleasant tone. How could she possibly let that reeking smell of evil near her without detecting its presence quick enough? She had been so absorbed in her own thoughts that her reflexes had been momentarily paralyzed. The evil that emanated from the demon was powerful. It was almost overwhelming. She had never actually encountered a demon before today and this close to one set her heart rate to supersonic beating. He could crush her like a sponge; except instead of drawing blood he would be drawing out her soul.
“I’m sorry,” she said hesitantly “Do we know each other?” All she could think about was breathing and trying to make her brain figure a way to get away from this guy. Demons were powerful beings with preternatural reflexes that far exceeded the resistance of a mere human. She had very few choices when dealing with one of their kind. Either you could submit and let them devour your soul, or you could run and then they would ultimately catch you and then conclude by devouring your soul.
His chocolate brown eyes bore into her own as if he were trying to get a glimpse inside her. He seemed to like what he saw.
“I could help you; you know?” He smiled an evil clown smile.
“Why don’t you go help yourself off the roof?” Not exactly the greatest comeback, but it seemed to startle him. She guessed he wasn’t used to being turned down. If it wasn’t for the waxy sick look and the overpowering reek of evil, most girls would think he was attractive. The evil thing was definitely a deal breaker.
He frowned. “Come with me and don’t make a scene”. He stood up, a ripple of muscle and potentially lethal powers. Holding out his hand, he expected her to calmly put her hand in his and docilely allow him to lead her off to be eaten alive. Scene; don’t make a scene? Bring up the lights, she would make a scene if it meant saving herself. She was not going to play sheep to his wolf. Even if it was a fool’s attempt, she would never submit to the powers of evil willingly.
Diana stuffed the book in her purse, wrapping the strap of the purse over her left shoulder. She was preparing herself to make a run for it. Could she outrun him? There was no other choice but to do so and find out. The creature stood there, arm extended; confident that she would willingly submit to his authority. He was in for disappointment if he thought that.
She lunged out of her chair, banging her calf against the leg. It stung for a second but then her mind was on more important things; such as escape. Mr. Wolf was momentarily taken aback by her attempt to outrun him, but he quickly recovered. As she flew past him, he tried to grab her. It was a miracle, but she managed to slip past him; his hand grasping nothing but air.
They both made a rather noisy and ungraceful dash down the aisles of books. Diana was only a hairs breath from his clutches. She could feel him behind her. If she slowed down for a fraction of a second he would have her. Grabbing a handful of books, she threw them behind her; hoping that one would hit him in the head or any other tender portion of his body. The library workers were going to be extremely pissed when they saw this and the books were having little effect on her pursuer. He continued to race after her, dodging books like they were hurtling bars.
Just as she was coming to the end of shelves, another man planted himself in her path. One moment there was a clear path to the stair, in the next, a solid wall of male chest. She almost ran into him. He steadied her before she toppled into him. He was about the same height as Wolf boy behind her, except his skin didn’t look sickly and there was an unusually warm aura about him. It was beautiful.
“Come on”. He grabbed her right hand as the left was busy clutching her purse to her body. Pulling her back into a run, they continued on for the stairs.
“Is this like a ‘come with me if you want to live’ kind of deals?” She looked behind her. That was a mistake. First rule when running away from something; don’t look behind you. The creature behind her plowed forward; hell bent on getting his evil clutches on her. If it wasn’t for the man pulling her along, she might have given in.
Alexander pulled her along; trying to keep her from falling over as they sped by surprised patrons and workers. They were certainly putting on a show for everyone. “Yeah” he said as he led her down the stairs. “It’s something like that”.
They had reached the first landing of stairs, when gunshots were heard echoing above them. He was firing at them. So much for quietly reading, Diana thought. A bullet hit above their heads, putting a hole into the wall to her right. She screamed. She couldn’t help it, but at least it didn’t stop her from running down the stairs.
They ran through the first floor, dodging more patrons whose first response was to fall to the ground. When most people hear gun fire, their immediate response is to make their body as small as possible. Curled up on the floor is one of those ways. However it takes a bit of maneuvering and concentration to hurtle over prone bodies. Diana managed to dart around bodies without slamming her legs into any of them. If she did, she knew she would go down and if that happened, that was it for her.
The shots continued; echoing throughout the building. The demon was firing at them, like in some action film. Diana expected a bullet in her back at any moment. The fact that she was alive and running was a miracle.
“Get your keys out!” Alexander yelled as they pushed through the double doors of the entrance. They were running through the parking lot toward her car with a gun toting psycho from hell fast on their heels.
It’s very difficult to run through a parking lot and simultaneously scrounge through your purse for your keys. Diana’s hand was shaking as she dug through the contents of her purse. “God save her”, she thought. A bullet hit a white Toyota Corolla just as they were passing its bumper. It made a ping noise and flew over in a different direction.
Diana let go of the man’s hand. They had reached her car, but the keys were still lost in one of her purse pockets. The sound of firing sounded throughout the parking lot. She felt him getting closer; it was almost over. Just as she was sure they were going to die, she found them.
He didn’t say anything, just took the keys out of her hands, unlocked the car and got behind the wheel. With no other choice but to get into the passenger seat, she did. Racing around to the other side, she pulled open the door and flung herself inside, closing the door as quickly as possible behind her.
Alexander backed out of the parking slot without checking behind him. He didn’t need to, he was an expert driver. Having been born with preternatural abilities didn’t hurt his skills either. He raced through the parking lot and out into the streets.
The sound of screeching tires reverberated inside Diana’s head. Her car wasn’t meant to be used in the Daytona 500, but apparently no one except the car cared at this moment. It moaned in protest at being used so roughly. However, all that mattered was escaping; as quickly as possible.
Several minutes ticked by with nothing but the sound of the engine purring loudly. After bringing her heart rate down from humming bird speed and after several deep yoga like breaths, Diana found she could think again.
“I stole a library book”. It was the first concern that her brain managed to compute. Not the thought that she had just been several heartbeats from death by gun fire, or that a strange man was driving him and herself to who knows where. And could this stranger be trusted over the other guy? No, all her brain could manage to focus on was the simple sin of stealing a library book.
“I think they’ll forgive you; under the circumstances. You handled yourself rather well in there”. He brushed his fingers through his short hair. It was dark hazelnut brown. The thick locks would likely curl in humid temperature.
He had an attractive face and a decent build. He was dressed like he was planning on stepping out on the runway. Even without looking at the tags, Diana could guess his clothes came from some snobby and expensive couture line of fashion. Who was this guy? Where were they going? And why couldn’t she read him? Except for the warm aura surrounding his person; he was a blank canvas. These were questions that needed to be answered quickly.
“I think you can slow down now” she said quietly. She needed to be on guard until she could figure this guy out. He slowly took his foot off the gas pedal, bringing the car back closer to a reasonable speed. “Thank you”.
“Are you okay?” he questioned, taking his eyes momentarily off the road in front of him to glance behind. No one was following, but that didn’t mean they were safe. Demon attacks were rare these days; especially out in the open in public places. The darker world preferred to do their business secretly as most sinister beings are wont to do. Alexander told himself that this was a random act. He was lucky he had just happened to be at the right place at the right time. But then again, he didn’t really believe that. Diana had been the target, but for what purpose? He didn’t want to think about that yet.
Diana touched her hands to her body. No, no bullet holes. It was like one of those ridiculous action scenes with a lot of gun fire, but amazingly no one gets shot or killed. Diana could almost believe that the demon was only trying to scare them or give them minor wounds at most. She didn’t think that demon’s used guns. That just didn’t fit the picture she had of them in her head.
“Yeah” putting her hands over her eyes she tried to wipe the image of the evil creature that had pursued them. “I’m fine.” She sighed. “Nothing like getting shot at, just sort of makes your day; doesn’t it?” Being glib was her way of keeping herself from crying or having a meltdown. Diana took her hand away from her eyes and looked over at her unknown savior.
“Thank you; by the way” she said with a tentative smile. Diana faced forward again, wrapping her arms around her purse, hugging it to her stomach. “It sounds trite” she continued. “But I don’t know what I would have done if you weren’t there.” They had raced down the stairs and out of the building like lightning. It was because of him that she had escaped. She knew that. He was not a mere man, but something in her mind refused to make the pieces click. She should be suspicious of him, yet somehow she felt she should trust this mysterious man. “What is your name?”
Alexander looked in the rear view mirror, then back at the road in front of him. Adjusting his hands on the steering wheel, he cleared his throat. “Alexander” he spoke in a deep and resonating voice combined with an unusual accent. Diana couldn’t begin to place its nationality. If a girl were looking for a man with what had to be described as the world’s most beautiful voice; here he was.
“Alexander” she repeated; feeling the shape of his name on her tongue, teeth and lips. “I’ve always liked that name.” She had a doll, a Madame Alexander doll that her grandmother had given her. They were very expensive toys and her mother had put the doll high on a shelf in Diana’s bedroom. She could only play with it when her mother was present. Likely Heather was afraid that she might break the doll. “Your mother did a good job picking out your name. It’s beautiful.” It was a name that spoke of great strength. He must be a very powerful being indeed.
His eyes glanced askance at her for a moment before turning them forward again. “Yes,” he responded, “The person who named me loved me dearly, I couldn’t have asked for a better name.” He flashed a brief waning smile; a hint of some long suppressed pain flashed in his green eyes. But it was gone too quickly for Diana to catch.
Diana watched Alexander drive her car for a few minutes. She had a peculiar feeling within the deep waters of her brain; a stirring within the confines of her soul. There was a strong familiarity to him and something about him that drew her in. She had an uncomfortable suspicion that she was being caught out of the loop.
“Where are we going?” She didn’t like the feeling of being out of control. Nor did she care for the fact that she somehow knew this creature but couldn’t explain why. Long repressed memories tried to raise to the surface and with them that deep hurt that always accompanied them. Diana felt her heart stutter and her breathing accelerate.
Alexander could sense Diana’s unease around him. “Don’t be upset, Diana,” he tried to soothe, “It’s going to be okay.” He spoke calmly even though calm was the last thing he felt. She was as beautiful as the last time he saw her. Though she was a woman full grown now, he would have recognized her even within a crowd. Her dark auburn hair shined with a life and vitality, only surpassed by her eyes; a blue that seemed to change with her moods. Those eyes bore into him, taking every ounce of strength he had to keep himself under control. He knew she couldn’t read him, or else she would have figured out who he was sooner. She had repressed his memory so deeply within herself. It pained him to know the truth.
“What is going on here?” her voice increasing an octave. “I never told you my name.” She was confused. Was she being fooled somehow? Was he really a monster in sheep’s clothing? “Who are you?”
“Who was he?” It was a simple enough question. But the answer to that question was difficult to explain. She was frightened, he could see that. The fact that she was frightened of him wounded his very soul. She feared him like a demon. “It’s complicated.” Yeah, that was speaking mildly.
“Pull over, please” she said in a reasonable and calm voice; belying the inner hysteria she was really feeling. She wanted out of this car before anything else happened. It was a measure of self preservation.
“No.” He looked over at her, imploring her with his eyes not to be afraid of him. He would never hurt her.
“Yes” she threw back at him, her voice rising in volume. She was not staying in this car with him. Her breathing was too fast and she felt a second of dizziness. The world around pulsed and quivered; she blinked her eyes trying to make them adjust. Was she having a panic attack? It felt like one. The world inside her was spinning too fast. The outside one couldn’t catch up. There was an uneasy sense of foreboding. She was being pulled head first into something big, scary and potentially dangerous. “God, help her.”
“Diana” He said her name like he was accustomed to using it; familiar. “Calm down and I will explain.” He brushed his fingers through his hair again. “Breathe.” He instructed.
“Don’t tell me what to do!” she exclaimed in a high pitched and rather shrewish voice.
He sighed. “I’m not,” he said, looking in the rearview mirror. “Just let me explain.” He curled his fingers around the wheel. She needed to hear him out and he wished to God he could make this easier for her; but he couldn’t. “Let’s stop and get something to eat.” He glanced over at her again. She was staring proverbial daggers out of her eyes at him. It was to be expected. “Are you hungry?” He tried to act casual. Upset people feel better after they’ve eaten. That’s what he had heard. Maybe if he put food in her, she would be less hostile.
She was actually hunger. “Fine,” she thought. She wanted to be out this care anyway. Then she could ditch him somewhere. But there was a problem. He had the keys. She needed to get them out of his possession first. “Okay” she agreed, saying the words aloud. “There’s a deli just down the street on your right” she said, pointing the way.
They pulled into the parking lot. The deli sat conveniently across from a park, on the other side of the street. The park was heavily shaded with trees and families came here on the weekends. Kids played on the manufactured playground while parents lounged under the cool shade enjoying watching their children work off all that energy that kids have in abundance. Diana opened the passenger side door. Getting out, she closed it with a little more force than was needed. It was a childish and spur of the moment response. Alexander got out on his side, looking over the top of the car at her. He had noticed when she slammed the car door. It was just the beginnings of her anger towards him. He could feel it. He realized that no matter how he explained all this to her, she was going to be madder than hell. He scratched the back of his head. “He couldn’t wait”, he thought sarcastically.
“This is a nice place” he said, trying to make small talk with her. Putting the car keys in his pocket, he strolled around to the front of the car. He knew that the first chance she had, she would try to ditch him. Diana would try to run away from her problems rather than face them head on. When she figured him out, she would hate him. In all honesty, he couldn’t blame her.
“Yep,” she managed through tight lips, walking past him to the front door of the restaurant. She didn’t look at him, just kept walking until she reached the ordering counter. She folded her arms around herself and stood silent and still, waiting for him.
They ordered one extra long sub. It was big enough to split and Alexander wasn’t really in the mood to eat anything. He just assumed that if he could fill her mouth with food she would be more willing to listen to him. As long as she didn’t start throwing it at him, he thought he was safe.
Diana didn’t comment when he took out his wallet to pay for the food. It had been his idea to stop and eat. She didn’t offer to pay and he didn’t seem to expect it. Honestly she would have been satisfied with him just getting out of her car and leaving her alone.
Taking the sub and the two canned sodas they had bought they crossed the street, heading for the park. Under a large canopy of oak trees they found a picnic table with the least amount of bird poop covering its surface. They sat down across from each other, staring at the other warily.
“Here’s your soda” she said, plopping the can in front of him. It was regular. Of course he preferred regular. Diana didn’t like regular soda, it gave her a headache. She opened her own can. It swooshed fuzzy bubbles up at her finger tips. Looking up, Diana stared at this mysterious creature over her soda can as she took several sips.
“Thanks” he responded, turning the can around on the table top with his fingers. It made a dark ring on the wooden surface. Looking down he opened the container of soda. He liked the regular soda better than the diet. All the diet soda’s had a weird aftertaste to them. Alexander wasn’t sure if eating would settle his nerves or make the situation worse by making him sick. Either way he un-wrapped the sandwich anyway, taking half he began eating it absently.
“Alright,” Speaking first, Diana set down her can on the table. “I’m ready to hear you explain all this to me.” She reached across the table, grabbing the other half of the sandwich. Taking a big and very unladylike bite of her half, she fixed her eyes on his face; judging him. She hated being out of control, nor did she like the fact that this man was making her feel that way.
How should he begin? Alexander set down his sandwich. She was watching him like he was under investigation. He was on the line and she was just waiting to find fault in him then condemn him. It had been almost ten years since last he revealed himself to her. Diana had spent the last few years untroubled by his presence in her life, but Alexander wondered if she had been better off without his interference at all. He hoped the answer was no.
There was a great deal of information to be shared with her today. Their past was rough and full of emotional pot holes. She had refused to look back on those years with him and instead had shut it all away inside herself until he was no more than a bad dream.
“I was,” he began, folding his hands in front of him on the table. He corrected himself. “I am your best friend.” He leaned forward, looking into her eyes, those eyes which haunted his very existence. “Don’t you remember me at all, Diana?” he beseeched her with his own green eyes; the deep and soul searing hurt reflected in them.
Diana furrowed her brow, biting her lip. This didn’t make sense to her. “The idea was crazy”, she thought. He was crazy. If he was her best friend, then why could she not recall any of this? Recall him? He was a complete stranger, she told herself. “No.” she said aloud, shaking her head to keep the demons of her past a bay. “No.” she repeated. “No, you can’t be. I don’t know you,” she denied.
It wasn’t true. There was something familiar about him. Like a lost dream that waking hours had pushed away until there was nothing left but a remembrance that there had been a dream, but nothing more. He stirred her senses and rekindled something inside of her that she had wished dead and gone. But it could not die. It had lain in wait for his return.
Alexander looked down at his hands folded in front of him. Her denial was gut wrenching; the pain of it fisting into a heavy glob in his stomach. She refused to remember. Diana didn’t want to have memories of him, even the good ones. They were lost to her, as he had been. He was worse than dead to her. In her mind he had never existed. But it wasn’t true. He had existed, he did exist and she needed to come to grips with that reality.
“I didn’t think you had forgotten me completely,” he whispered in a deep resonating tone that revealed his heart. “I had hoped,” he continued. “Even after all this time that you somehow would want to keep a piece of me, even if it was just a memory.” Alexander shook his head. It was worse than he had thought. God, he was a fool.
“I’m sorry.” She looked at him. Alexander’s warm aura was flickering like his inner light was stuttering, struggling to keep its glow. He looked more than sad. It was more like a crushing devastation. Saying sorry to him was completely inadequate; like trying to console a grieving person over losing a loved one. Sorry isn’t nearly enough, it can’t be. Alexander was behaving exactly as if someone had died.
Then, all of a sudden, he reacted. He had been so calm and still before, Diana wasn’t prepared to see him take action. One moment he had looked so forlorn and hopeless, the next moment he was the epitome of male aggression.
“I’m your Alexander.” He yelled to the world, suddenly standing on the picnic bench. In one fluid movement, he had gone from sitting to standing. He loomed over her, his expression hard and relentless; the face of a warrior. It had been an amazing maneuver; worthy of any gymnast. It was also a little frightening. Diana looked up at this creature.
“What are you talking about?” she said, taking another sip of her soda. She needed something to wash down the lump in her throat. The word guardian popped into her mind but she refused to acknowledge it. He couldn’t be who he said he was. She told herself it wasn’t true. She didn’t want it to be true.
He stood over her, a creature of ancient and mythological history, embodied into the physical perfection of a man. Alexander was both beautiful and frightening, but somehow she felt that he wouldn’t hurt her. How did she know this? Diana didn’t want to think about it. She wanted to wish it all away. It had never happened. He wasn’t real; not anymore.
“I’m your Alexander” he repeated, holding out his arms; showing himself to her. “You named me yourself when you were just seven years old. You said I was pretty like your Madame Alexander doll.” She had to remember that. Her grandmother had given her the doll as a present, but her mother had been afraid she would break the expensive toy. Diana had to look up at the pretty doll; high on a shelf; too far to reach out and touch. She had thought that he was like that doll because he lived up with the Creators of this world in Paradisum. But unlike the doll, he didn’t break and he never wanted her to put him on a shelf. He laughed bitterly at a sudden thought. “I thank God every hour that you didn’t decide to call me madam. That would have been most humiliating.” Holding his arms outstretched, he implored her with every ounce of strength he had for her to see him; to see him and remember.
“Alexander,” she said his name, breathed it. Her Madame Alexander doll was one of her favorite toys from her youth. Her mom still had it on a high self in her childhood bedroom. Only now, she could reach it. He knew about the doll because he was the real and very corporeal version of it. A treasured toy, a treasured companion; he was Alexander.
“Yes,” he said, looking down at her.
“Alexander,” she repeated, relearning his name after all this time. He was both a dream and a reality; her best friend, her only friend. Diana felt the world move again, everything losing focus before returning to normal. She felt that secret deep inside herself reach out and grab at her heart, squeezing it like a vice. It hurt to feel. It hurt to live. “Alexander”, she thought the name in her head. Oh, God. She didn’t want to remember. He who had been her best friend, her one companion and he had left. He hadn’t been there, not when she needed him the most. She hated him. She hated that he brought every terrible moment of that dark time back into focus. Diana closed her eyes, wishing that the world would just slip away; that she could just slip away.
Alexander bent down over the table. “Diana,” he called to her. “Diana, do you remember?” He reached out to touch her face, to brush his hand against her warm cheek, as he used to do. But just as he was about to lay his hand along her left cheek, she pulled away with a start. She opened her eyes looking up at him. The years of repressed heartache shined in her deep blue eyes. Her soul cried; her heart nearly collapsing inside her chest.
“Yes,” she nodded. “Yes, I remember.” Diana looked into beautiful green eyes; eyes that she had missed more than she could have dreamed possible. Those eyes which she had looked up to with all the love a young girl could give. She hated him and loved him; all in one heart wrenching thought. He had left her and now he was back. For what purpose other than to torment her. He should have never come back. “I remember what a bastard you are,” she yelled. Diana quickly spun around on her seat. She needed to get away from him. Getting up she marched purposefully away. It hurt too much to look at him, let alone think about him.
“Diana,” he called out to her from the picnic table as he watched her walk away from him.
She didn’t look behind her as she heard him call out her name, asking her to come back. He wanted her to give him a chance. But it was too late. He had been gone far too long. He should have never tried to save her. Why she thought of him as a savior, she would never know. She should have let the demon take her. “Go back where you came from Big Bird,” Diana yelled viciously over her left shoulder. “I don’t need any Guardian Angels today.”
“Diana,” he yelled. Alexander was suddenly and most annoyingly standing in front of her; blocking her path of escape. He had that ability to just be where he wanted to be, his will alone moved him through time and space faster than most humans could comprehend.
As a youth Diana had thought the gift was special and she had loved watching him pop from here to there in seconds. He was very good at playing hide and seek; too good. But he always let her find him. However, that was long ago and this was now.
“Don’t go.” Alexander stood in front of her. She couldn’t just run away. He wouldn’t allow it. She had promised to hear his full explanation. He had known this would be difficult to have him show up in her life after so long of absence, but it couldn’t be helped. “I’m sorry,” he began. Alexander tried to reach out and touch her but she flinched and backed away like his touch would burn her. “I can’t change what happened in our past. But I’m here now and you do need me.” He moved closer to her. Diana backed up more, away from him.
Diana glared resentfully at him. “Get your feathery ass out of my way.” Diana wanted nothing more than to live an ordinary life and he was interfering in that dream. Angels did not exist in her world anymore.
She tried to go around him, but he side stepped her like any good basketball defensive liner. He wouldn’t let her pass and that only infuriated her further.
“No,” he said stopping her pass as she tried to get around him. Diana had no choice but to hear him out. He was here for her benefit as much as his own. He needed her support to ensure the greater good of the world. She was involved in that plan whether she wanted to be or not. It was her destiny.
“Yes,” she shot back at him as she tried to make another move around him, but once again he blocked her.
Alexander looked down at her, trying to be patient, but it was difficult when she was being so stubborn. He had never known another creature that was thicker headed than this one. She had a tendency to drive him up the wall with her attitude. Age had not improved her disposition.
“You said you would listen to what I had to say,” he said pointedly, raising his shoulders in an exasperated shrug. “I’m trying to explain,” he spoke as if he were talking to an exasperating child. Right now, that was exactly how she was behaving. “But I can’t if you won’t be patient enough to hear me out.” Alexander attempted to take her hand in his own, but she pulled her hand back; holding it firmly to her side.
She stood there stiffly, her face a mask of outright indignation. “Don’t touch me,” she screeched angrily, looking at his chest. Diana refused to look up into his face.
“Just come back to the table and let me explain,” he answered, adding a quiet and earnest tone to his voice.
She bristled at that soothing voice. “Fine,” she bit out and turned to make her way back to the picnic table. Diana didn’t walk to the table, she stormed; a breathing virago of a woman who felt scorned by the one person she had trusted above all others.
They resumed their seats at the picnic table. Alexander took a long draft of his soda. Putting it down he cleared his throat and tried to formulate his thoughts. Alexander wanted to tell her everything, but he didn’t want to scare her. “You know it’s my job to see to your welfare.”
She snorted. He continued without pause.
“Well, there’s been a bit of trouble over these past years.” That was an understatement. He wouldn’t be here if this mission was insignificant.
Diana rolled her eyes. She looked over his shoulder at the tree’s swaying in the breeze. A squirrel scampered up a tree trunk in front of her, pausing to look at Diana with a tilt of its tiny head, a curious expression, before continuing its journey to the safety of the heavy branches.
“Things not so rosy behind the Pearly Gates,” she said, turning her attention back to him but not her eyes. “Economic troubles, perhaps?” It was rude of her to belittle the Creators but behaving antagonistically toward him was her way of copping.
Alexander frowned at her snide comment. But he wouldn’t be lured into a battle with her. “When did you become such a smart ass?” He quickly regretted his words as soon as they escaped his mouth because it was just the comment she was waiting for. Diana was clever and at times could be turned to ruthlessness with the right kind of push. Diana was a complicated creature. She was a creature of great kindness and strength as well as a creature of deep seeded callousness and spite. It was always a question of which half would win out.
Diana drew her lips together in a tight line; her eyes a dark storm. “About ten years ago.”
Alexander brought the conversation back to point. “No, it’s not an issue within the walls of Paradisum.” The Creators were safe within the walls of Paradise; for now at least. “It’s what’s taking place right here,” he said, striking the table top with his hand.
Diana was quiet for a few minutes. The world always seemed to be in peril. In some fashion over the years an event would take place that would illustrate the coming end, but it was never enough to cause the end. Whatever upset was happening in the world today was only a minor skirmish. That’s what Diana believed.
“And you’re here to fix this little issue,” she said, belittling his mission. His job was to help the world; to guide and serve under the watchful eye of the Creators. Alexander was his job. His entire existence was about protecting and serving the interests of his masters.
“Yes,” he said, holding the can of soda to his lips.
Diana nodded to herself in understanding. “I see,” she said, looking down at the table top. “Well, good luck with that.” She picked at the bread on her sandwich, pulling off chunks and eating it. The bread at the deli is always better than the bread at home. Anyone can make a sandwich, but somehow it always tastes better when someone else makes it for you. Especially if it’s someone you love. She choked back that wave of tears. She refused to let them spill.
“This concerns you as well, Diana,” Alexander said, bringing Diana out of her inner painful thoughts and back to the present. He continued.
“You’re not safe now,” he said firmly, his eyes reading her total detachment from this conversation. Diana had to understand her involvement in this world was important; necessary in fact. She was a key to unlocking the very foundations of this universe, but she didn’t know that yet. “Who do you think that was in the library?”
She shrugged her shoulders. “One of the devil’s flunkies, I assume.” She raised her eyes only, looking at him briefly before turning her focus back down. “But I can take care of myself. I don’t need your protective wings anymore.” She picked at the nail polish on her finger nail. She was lying to herself if she believed she wasn’t afraid of demons. The creatures scared her to death and after meeting one for the first time today; she didn’t relish running into another one again. Lucifer’s workers were the scary shadows in the night for a child who grew up knowing that such creatures really existed in our world; not just on television and in the movies.
“Diana,” His tone was like a scolding father. “This is a very crucial moment in time; for you; for all of us.”
“I’m not interested in saving the world today,” she said pursing her lips. People always believed the worst was happening right now. Those people holding the card board signs, telling the world the end was upon them, were nothing more than paranoid freaks. Diana refused to believe the world was in such strife. And she wanted no part of Alexander’s supernatural mission. The supernatural world was no longer her world.
He shook his head in consternation. “You don’t mean that,” he said under his breath. Diana could refuse to believe, but underneath the hurt that was still raw after all these years was a girl who loved the world as much as any one person could. But she was stubborn and it wasn’t going to be easy dealing with her.
She brushed a few loose strands of hair off her forehead; tucking them behind her ear. The world was not her problem, she wasn’t in charge. Therefore, she had no obligation to it; none whatsoever. She hated him for sucking her back into this cosmic battle; good vs. evil. She wanted no part of it, but she couldn’t deny she was curious. “What sort of nefarious deeds is old Lucifer up to now?” Lucifer, he had once been the great consort to the Creators. Now he was their greatest enemy.
Lucifer had been creating havoc in this world, almost since the beginning. But now, more than ever, his actions were becoming more consistent with the prophecies of old; the prophecies of the coming end.
Alexander straightened his shoulders, adjusting his hands on the table. He relayed to her as much information as he was able to at the time. “Lucifer has been very active in this world, as of late. He and his creatures have been combing the earth, looking for something.” His eyes looked troubled. Behind those emerald green eyes was a concern; a deep seeded fear that perhaps he wasn’t even willing to admit to himself yet. There was more to this story than he was letting on. He was guarded; secretive. Yet the time was not right for full disclosure.
Diana cleared her throat. Lucifer had always been an active ingredient in the lives of earth’s creatures, even if some wished to believe him only a myth or an embellishment. Lucifer was the original boogey man; the face of our darkest desires and fears. He was the epitome of all that was ruthless; the great fallen one. He was usually behind some of the worst disasters in history, but even he couldn’t take credit for all of them. He was the instrument of evil, but the creatures of this world used him for their own means and of their own free will. But sometimes, it was him alone who wheedled the evil inside him.
“So you think this is some kind of political overthrow or is he just being his nasty old self and messing up everyone’s lives?”
Alexander didn’t care much for her attitude and he showed it. “Don’t be glib, Diana.” God, she was a pain in the ass. He could choke her right about now, but he refrained away from the thought. Alexander could no more hurt her than he could hurt the Creators; he only had a need to protect. It was who he was; who he always would be. “We do not know what he is doing. So far he has kept his business dealings under the radar. However, that is not his style. Usually, he is rather open about his exploits.” He clenched his hands into fists. “He enjoys rubbing his accomplishments in our faces.”
“But you have no proof,” she said. “What makes you think he’s doing anything more than his usual business dealings?” She couldn’t think of a reason why anyone should react so strongly to the antics of a twisted soul. But Alexander always wanted to be the hero. Diana never aspired to such callings; keep the spotlight off of her.
Alexander leaned forward, his face grave. “Lucifer is planning something big; I know it,” he said with deep conviction.
Diana sat at the picnic table with her elbows perched on the edge of the table. This day, which had started out pretty badly, had now escalated so far beyond she couldn’t think of a word to describe how awful this day was progressing. A soft gentle breeze blew across the park; momentarily chilling her warm skin. It could only be described as an icy breath, but that was impossible.
She rubbed the goose chills that had suddenly and unexpectedly appeared on her arms. She didn’t want to be a part of any of this. Let them fight their own battles. She was just a human, too weak and inconsequential to play with these creatures of divinity.
“And what is my part in all of this?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to know.
He hesitated. She could see it in his eyes. Alexander was keeping secrets from her. He was an angel and whatever parts of himself he wished to remain undiscovered by her, he could. He was one of the few creatures who could guard themselves against her talents. They were built differently than the other creatures.
After several moments of inner contemplation he answered. “I need your talents,” he began. “You are a special woman with divine gifts. You can see into the very hearts of these earthen creatures and discover things that they would not willingly divulge to us.”
“So this is some kind of investigation,” she said, her eyes raised. “What makes you think that any of these creatures will even talk to me; I’m human. And I assume you’re planning to talk to non-human creatures. They don’t trust us.” She made a face. “They’ll hate me. But they’ll hate you more.”
The non-human creatures of earth cared little for the angelic species in their world. Humans loved the angels because they were the favored creatures; not just in appearance. But humans knew very little about the rest of the world; the others. They hated the angels blessed status while they were relegated to mythologies second class status. Angels were allowed to reside within the walls of Paradisum while they were forced to endure on earth with the cursed race; the humans.
“I’m aware of that, Diana,” he said, tersely. He could read between the lines. “And yes, most of our contacts are non-humans.” The creatures of this earth envied the angels and some even went so far as to despise them. But he could see in her eyes what she was thinking. No matter how much the non-human creatures of earth would hate him, she hated him more.
Diana hated the way he said her name. She had gone so long without hearing that voice speak her name. He shouldn’t be allowed to sound like that; his voice so deep and resonating the power of the divine. His voice shouldn’t make her insides twist into knots. But it did. Alexander could bewitch the world with that voice alone. She watched him fidget with his empty soda can.
“We need you.” He looked up into her blue eyes filled with anger and a deep hurt that could not be easily fixed. “Can you set aside your feelings about me for the sake of your people; for all the living beings of this earth?”
Diana looked into those mesmerizing eyes, into the face of an angel. It wasn’t fair for him to ask this of her. There had been a time when she would have been overjoyed to be included in one of his missions, but not anymore.
“I need you,” he said, his eyes speaking from the heart.
He needed her for his mission, she told herself. He didn’t mean it in any other way. She would not allow her mind to travel down that path, not again. Alexander never needed anyone. He was a being of supernatural abilities. Why would he ever need someone like her in his life? He didn’t. He wanted to use her strange abilities and then she would be thrown away. She would be left there standing, looking up into a world that was unattainable; for her.
She was not going to cry. He could look at her with those reproachful eyes all he wanted and it would not move her in the least. Diana wouldn’t even give him the satisfaction of angry tears.
“I have a life, you know,” she said, biting her lip to keep it in place. Her eyes were misty, but they did not let free a single drop of moisture. She continued, keeping her breathing in check, her voice at a non trembling pitch. “I have responsibilities that don’t include interrogating every creature on this earth so you can sleep better at night.”
Diana felt her blood boiling and she couldn’t stop herself from releasing it into voice. Clenching her hands together she brought them to her lap, hiding them from his eyes so he couldn’t see that they were shaking.
Looking down at her lap she spoke in a cold and chilling voice. “I’m not your friend anymore,” Her voice could freeze the very soul of a lesser being. “Go find yourself another human to screw over.”
With that she got up to leave. Remembering he had her keys in his pocket, she thrust her hand in front of his face and gave him a stare to quell any creature foolish enough to mess with her. “Give me back my keys. I’m leaving now and we can forget any of this ever happened. Chalk it up to simply being a bad dream.”
Alexander stood up with the natural grace of his kind. He dismissed her outstretched hand. He would have taken it but he was sure she would only pull it out of his grasp. Leaning forward, he laid his hands on the table top, his face very close to hers. She would have backed up but the bench was in her way so she was forced to lean as far back as possible from his imposing form.
“Give me a few days,” he negotiated. “If it really is a waste of effort than you can go back to your life.” He paused, that flicker of hurt back in his eyes, but she tried not to see it. “And you can forget I was ever here.”
Diana looked anywhere but at his beautiful face. Damn him for this. He would not make her feel sorry for him. He had made his choice long ago. That bed had been made and left to molder and rust through the ages. It could not be changed now. “Don’t try to make me feel sorry for you.” She swung her eyes briefly over his face then quickly away. “You were the one who left me.”
“I know.” Alexander leapt over the distance of the picnic table, coming to stand next to her.
“He was such an arrogant show off”, she thought.
“I missed you,” he said reaching out to brush his fingers against her warm cheek. She reacted by stepping back, bringing her legs over the bench; putting distance between them.
“Keep your mushy sentiments to yourself.” She folded her arms around herself, wiping her cheek as if she were brushing off his touch. “It’s too damn late.” She turned her back on him, staring off into the distance.
Talking over her shoulder she spoke. “If you’re going to be staying around town for awhile at least try acting like a normal person. I can’t stand that supernatural bullshit.”
He cracked a half hearted smile but she never saw it. “So does this mean that you’re willing to help me?”
Diana turned around to face him once again. She tilted her head, a frown hovering over her lips. Biting her lip, she nodded her head. “Yes,” she answered him. Looking up into the bright blue sky, she shook her head and sighed. “God help me, I must be crazy.”
Alexander walked up to her but did not reach out to touch her again. Looking down at her he gave her a fleeting smile. “You’re not crazy and of course they will help you.”
Chapter 3-
“What do you want me to do about work?” She couldn’t believe she was agreeing to this. He was sucking her back into this world of paranormal nonsense and she wasn’t resisting nearly as much as she should have.
They stood in the park. To any other passersby they would appear to be a normal looking couple. The natural and the supernatural looked very similar to the unsuspecting observer. No one looking at Alexander would have believed he was anything more than a human man.
“Can you take some vacation time?” he asked as he reached into his pocket for the keys to her car.
She frowned at him. “I planned on using it for a real vacation,” she said bitterly. She sighed making a great show of agitation. “Yeah, I guess I could.” Truthfully she never used her vacation time unless she had to. Diana never felt like taking a trip anywhere, preferring to spend most of her vacation at her mom’s house or at home.
“Great,” he responded, pleased that she could free herself from her human obligations. It wasn’t that he believed that what Diana did for a living was inconsequential, but their mission took precedence over any other. He flashed her one of his movie star smiles hoping to conjure at least a semblance of a smile from her. “Where do you live?” he asked.
Diana would not be fooled by that charming smile. “No,” she said holding out her hand again. “Give me the keys.” She waved her hand out in front herself, palm up and waited expectantly for him to drop the keys in her hands. “It’s my car,” she continued. “I get to drive. Now hand them over.” She waited but he didn’t seem to understand. She made a clearing sound in her throat, showing her impatience with him; a determined look on her face.
He simply smiled and walked away from her, heading for her car across the street. Alexander just left her there to stare after him.
Diana had no choice but to catch up to him. He was almost to her car when she finally caught up. He walked to fast and she could only assume that his fast pace was merely a slow walk for him.
“Hey,” she called out to him. He didn’t look behind him.
Alexander unlocked the doors on her VW and opened the driver’s side, getting in with little difficulty even though the car was much smaller than his larger frame should have been capable of housing. Diana sometimes thought that her car was too small for her even, but it was too cute to give up.
She walked around the car to the passenger side. Throwing her hands up, she shook her head as she opened the door. “He was so stubborn”, she thought. Getting in the car at a much slower and less graceful pace, she closed the door and put on her seat belt. She looked over at him in the driver’s seat. He was already buckled in, his hands on the steering wheel in front of him. He turned the ignition, starting the car.
“I think I should drive.” Alexander turned his head and gave her a boyish grin. “Remember I was there when you were learning to drive.” He laughed at the memory. Though he hadn’t been laughing then, her driving had been an experience. That he was immortal had not made being in the passenger seat any less nerve raking. He was constantly clutching the door and putting his foot down on the imaginary brake. She was a crazy person behind the wheel. A whole new creature emerged when she was in control of a thousand pound piece of machinery. Lord, help anyone foolish enough to give her keys to anything with torque.
Diana did remember her first experiences behind the wheel. He had been such a weenie when it came to her driving. At times she thought he would put his foot right through the floorboard. “And what makes you think you’re any better?” She raised her brows, a haughty expression on her face. “Besides, Angels don’t have driver’s licenses,” she said, smugly.
Alexander cleared his throat, prepared to enlighten her on the subject. “Actually,” he said, reaching in his back pocket for his wallet, pulling it out. “I do have a driver’s license.” He pulled the plastic card from one of the pockets and handed it to her for closer inspection. “Here,” He let her take it from his hand. “See for yourself. It’s totally legal.”
Diana looked down at the North Carolina State driver’s license. She couldn’t believe it; it was real. Flipping it over then back again she tried to make sense of it. Angels with driver’s licenses; what a novel idea? Most people take pretty bad photos at the DMV; more like a mug shot. Even the most attractive people can have a bad driver’s photo, but not Alexander. Of course his looked like it was taken at Sears; perfect. The card looked genuine, except that all the info other than his height was pure fiction.
“It says here,” She tapped the id with her index finger. “That your twenty nine years old.” She made a face. “That’s a lie.”
“Yes,” he agreed. “Would you have rather I give them my real birthday?”
“No, I guess not.” They would think he was nuts. She wasn’t even sure what his real birthday was. She looked down at the id; reading his name. Diana looked quickly back up at him; shocked. “Are you serious,” she sputtered. “Did you really think you could use my name so freely?”
Alexander removed the license from her hand and put it back in his wallet; putting both in his back pocket. “What,” he asked. “You don’t like it?” He had taken her last name because he didn’t have one of his own. He had thought she would have liked that.
“Alexander J. Fleur,” she said, sounding out the name; feeling the shape of it in her mouth; the way it sounded to her ears. She had to admit that it didn’t sound too bad. Actually, in another life she would have been pleased to share her name. Not now, thought. And she didn’t appreciate him taking her name without consulting her first, but it was too late now and it wasn’t worth arguing. “It’s fine.”
“So which way to your house?” he asked again.
Diana lived just north of the University in a quiet neighborhood on the outskirts of the city. She liked her neighborhood. Buying the house had been a large investment and without her mother’s support she wouldn’t have gotten it at all.
It was an older residential area; some of the houses dating back as far as the nineteen thirties and forties. Her home wasn’t as big or fashionable as some of the other homes in Asheville, but Diana didn’t care about that. Her house was charming in its own right and suited her needs perfectly. It was her personal sanctuary from the rest of the world.
They pulled into the driveway. Turning off the engine, Alexander turned to look at her.
“Are you going to invite me in?”
“Is that really necessary?” she asked, unhooking her seatbelt and grabbing her purse from the floorboard. She looked over at him but he remained seated behind the wheel, his seatbelt on; waiting. She sighed at the ridiculousness of the situation. “Would you like to come in?” she asked him with only a little bite in her voice to show her agitation.
He sat there, watching her. Alexander raised his eyebrows at her forced invitation. He knew he was agitating her but he wanted to be formally invited into her home. It was a matter of principle. “What’s my name?”
She sighed, reading clearly what he wanted from her. “Would you like to come in,” she paused for a fraction of a second before continuing. “Alexander?” The sound of his name on her lips felt right; perfect. As if time itself had never stopped what had once been.
“Yes, thank you,” he responded, taking off his seatbelt and getting out of the car.
She got out on her side. “You’re such an ass,” she fumed, closing her car door and walking to the front stoop of her home. “You know that?”
“Yes, and you’re a smart ass,” he answered back, closing his door and following her to the front door. Meeting her at the front stoop he looked down. “I guess that makes us a perfect pair. “He opened her front door and went inside before she could make a witty comeback. She didn’t have one anyway other than to say that they were never a pair of anything. There was no reason to think of them as anything other than mutual allies; nothing more.
She followed him inside her home; closing the door behind her. He walked around her living room which was just off the main entrance. It was clean with few furnishings. She wasn’t interested in finding and collecting knick knacks like her mom. A Spartan lifestyle was more her preference; besides there was less to clean.
“You have a really nice home, “he said, looking about the living room; not that there was much to look at. A couch and entertainment center was the only large pieces of furniture in it. But Alexander was taking in every detail of the room like he was memorizing it for future reference. She left him in the living room, telling him she needed to make a call to her office.
Diana walked into the small kitchen where she kept her phone. She was probably one of the few people who still had a land line phone in their homes. Even more astonishing and rare in this modern world, was that she didn’t own a cell phone either. There was no one she wanted to talk to that couldn’t call her at home. And that whole in case of an emergency argument that people used to justify having them was lost on Diana. She never left Asheville and so far there had never been an emergency yet to require the use of one.
“You can make yourself at home if you like,” she called out to him from the kitchen. He had been looking at her entertainment center when she left him. She wondered if he watched television, or if they even got cable up there in Paradise. She couldn’t see an angel taking a break from their job and just lying about watching television.
She dialed the number for the office. While she waited for someone to pick up on the other end she contemplated what story to give them. Not the truth of course. The truth was too unbelievable. ‘Hi, I need to take off this week because I’m helping an angel investigate a potential cosmic uprising;’ yeah, just your everyday supernatural life. No, she couldn’t tell anyone that story.
Someone picked up on the other end. Before the receptionist could give her that long spiel about whom they were, the company name and to ask how they could be of service to you; Diana interrupted.
“Hi, Dora,” She recognized her voice over the phone. “It’s Diana.”
“Oh, Diana,” she exclaimed. “What are you doing at home? Aren’t you coming back in today?”
Diana felt bad about lying to the woman, but it was necessary. She cleared her throat. “I know,” she continued with her lie. “Something came up.” She bit her lower lip. “I won’t be coming back in today and I need to take the rest of the week off. I’m sorry it’s such short notice.”
Dora was silent on the other end. Diana waited for her to respond. She never called out like this. Dora would know that something wasn’t right with Diana.
“Are you okay?” she asked through the phone, concern evident in her voice.
“Yeah,” she reassured her. “It’s for personal reasons.” She would let Dora read into that however she wanted. As long as she could get the time off she didn’t care how she accomplished it.
“Let me talk to Mr. Bowen.” Diana could hear another person in the office. “Can I put you on hold, Diana?”
“Sure.”
“Okay, just a minute,” she said, pushing a few buttons on her phone pad. Diana was then put on hold with what sounded like NPR music coming through the line. She stood in her kitchen listening to the music and praying that they would let her take the time off.
“Diana?” Dora said, cutting off the music.
“Yes?” Diana said anxiously. She was clutching the phone in her hand, pressing the receiver close to her ear.
“Mr. Bowen said it was fine.” Dora’s answer let some of the tension recede from Diana’s tense body. “Take all the time you need, dear.”
“Thanks.”
“Good luck, Diana.”
“Thank you again, Dora.” Diana hung up the phone. It had seemed too easy. Of course she rarely took time off for herself. Diana was hardly ever sick and was an all around good employee. She deserved a few days off, she told herself. Then she remembered that she wasn’t taking time off for pleasure. She was tracking down a potential threat. It was definitely work related of a supernatural variety.
She walked back into her living room, expecting to see Alexander sitting on the couch, but he wasn’t there.
“Where the heck did he go?” she said aloud to the empty room. “Alexander?” she called, walking through the house. “Where are you?”
“In here,” he answered back, his voice coming from the direction of her bedroom. He was in her bedroom. Alexander had no business in her room. She marched down the hallway coming to a stop at the open doorway. The room was empty and there was no sign of him anywhere. She was sure she had heard him calling from this room.
“Alexander?” She looked about the room. Then she heard his voice again.
“Just a minute,” said his voice from behind the bathroom door. The toilet flushed and she could hear the sink being turned on. She couldn’t believe it. Alexander was using her bathroom like any other earthen creature. Diana stood there, waiting for him to emerge.
The door opened and he walked out into her bedroom. He folded his arms over his chest and looked at her. “What’s up?”
Diana just looked at him. Her brain was too slow to calculate his words. “Oh,” she shook her head and focused on making intelligible words come out of her mouth. “I just got off the phone,” pointing behind her to the other side of the house, “They said it was fine. So I guess that means I can help you.”
“I thought so,” he answered, moving past her. He headed back toward the living room leaving her to follow behind him.
Diana walked down the hallway behind Alexander. As they entered the living room she spoke up.
“Can I ask you a personal question?” she asked tentatively.
He sat on her couch, splaying his arms across the back of it. He looked like a prince who thought he owned the world. “A personal question,” he repeated her words, a surprised look in his eye.
“Yeah,” She took a moment to figure out how to word the question. She looked around the room and not at his person, trying to collect her thoughts. “The bathroom,” she paused trying to get the rest of her thoughts out in words.
Alexander quickly figured out what she was trying to say. “Oh,” he said, looking a little disappointed in the question. He had thought she would want to know something about how he had been; how life had been for him. Anything other than why he had been in her bathroom. “Only if I consume human intakes,” he answered in a deadpan voice. “Does that answer your question?”
She nodded. “Okay,” she said, glad to get that out of the way. “Good to know.” Diana sat down on the couch next to him. His arms where spread behind her back and she could sense them being there.
Alexander fingered a strand of her hair, running his fingers through her dark auburn locks. Her hair was soft and smelled like flowers.
Diana jerked at his touch, brushing her hair away from his grasp. “Stop,” she said, moving further away from him on the couch. “I don’t like to be touched,” she informed him with a pointed glare in his direction before facing forward.
He touched her cheek, running his fingers along the line of her jaw.
Diana was off the couch in the next instant, glaring at him with the fires of hell reflected in her eyes. “Don’t touch me,” she yelled at his shocked expression. “Is that so difficult for you to understand?” She put her hands on her hips, waiting for his answer.
He looked up at her, a blank expression on his face. “Sorry,” he responded; a note of hurt in his voice. “Old habits die hard.” He turned to look away from her, but not before she saw the flash of pain within the depths of those beautiful green eyes. In the next instant it was gone, replaced by a façade of impartiality.
“Do you have any leads yet?” It was best to focus on the job at hand rather than their personal issues.
He nodded. Looking back up at her, “Yeah, a few,” he answered as he watched her sit back down next to him on the couch, a few inches of space between them. “Tomorrow, I’ll take you over to Brevard.”
“Who’s in Brevard?” she asked, though she could well imagine that whoever they were going to see would be someone of less than human characteristics.
“The Norwegian,” he said, as if that explained everything; it didn’t. The name sounded ominous to Diana; he sounded like some shady character in an action movie. But she thought that perhaps this once she was pleased to be left in the dark about this creature.
“Fine,” she answered. “It sounds like a good start.
They sat in uncomfortable silence. It used to be so natural for Diana to be with Alexander; to simply be around him, but it wasn’t like that anymore. It was awkward and emotionally difficult for Diana to be near him without reliving their past. There had been a time when they could have talked for hours about anything and everything. But that was before he had left and her world had been reduced to shattered pieces of its former self.
Alexander tried to relieve some of the tension. “What do you do for fun?” he asked, breaking the silence.
“I don’t know.” She held her hands together in her lap. “The usual stuff, I guess.”
He watched her expression closely. She was wound too tight. At the least provocation she would snap. He could see that she was having a difficult time being around him again. He tried to lighten the mood with casual conversation hoping to loosen her up, but so far he wasn’t successful.
“Can you be more specific?” he said, raising his eyebrows. She wasn’t looking at him so she didn’t see that. Diana stared off into space.
“I mostly stay at home when I’m not working,” she answered him without looking in his direction. “I live an ordinary life just like everyone else.”
That wasn’t good enough for him. Alexander wanted to know as much about her life since his absence and so he continued probing her for information. “What about when you go out, like on dates?”
She frowned, but finally looked over at him. If she frowned anymore she would crease her forehead permanently, but that was one of her enduring expressions around him. She rarely deviated from it. “That’s none of your business,” she said angrily. “What’s with the questions anyway? You’re not a part of my life anymore,” she stated, casting her face forward again. “Why do you care, anyhow?” she whispered.
She lived a hermit’s life and she knew it. She couldn’t deny that her life was reduced to a miserable existence, but she wasn’t strong enough to change. She imagined that Alexander had suffered little from her absence, at least not as much as she had. While he was off gallivanting with mermaids and nymphs she was closeted in her home, reading; reading about other people’s lives instead of living her own.
She peered over at him with her peripheral vision. He had crossed one long leg over the other. He was able to pull off the look of both relaxed comfort and photogenic stylishness with the same pose.
“I think if you can ask me about my bodily functions,” he said pointedly. “It’s only fair I can ask about your love life.”
“Well there’s nothing to tell.” She gripped her hands together, forming a tight fist in her lap. “I don’t date,” she answered softly, looking straight ahead.
“Why?” he asked solemnly. She was a young woman and she should have people in her life; friends, a boyfriend.
“I’m not discussing this with you.” She moved off the couch, turning around to face him. “Drop it, ok?” With that she turned and walked out of the living room, heading back into the kitchen. She wanted to talk to her mom. Diana wanted to hear her voice, but she also needed to tell her she was going to be out of touch for at least the next few days.
Diana always felt better after talking to one of the few people in this world who understood her. After their short chat over the phone, a short chat lasting an hour and a half; Diana walked back into the living room to confront Alexander. She felt calm enough to deal with him again.
Walking into the room she found him lying on her couch watching the news. He was totally engrossed in watching the talking heads prattle on about one of the many issues facing this country. He looked up at her from his reclined position.
“Feeling better?” he asked before returning his focus to the television set.
“Yes.” She moved around the couch to face him. Looking down she asked, “Did you bring any extra clothes with you?”
He looked around her body, focusing his eyes on the television screen. “Yeah,” he answered her, eyes still glued to the screen. “It’s in the trunk of your car.”
She put her hands on her hips, looking down at him with a confused expression. “And how did they get in there?” Of course she could guess easily how he had managed it.
“I put them in there earlier today,” he said nonchalantly, as if that made perfect sense.
How arrogant of him to just assume he could waltz back into town and expect an invitation to spend the night, she thought. He had known all the time that she would cave and help him in his little mission to save the world. Just because it had worked out in his favor made it even more aggravating to Diana. “I see.”
Alexander took his eyes off the television set and focused them on her perpetual mad face. He could hear it in her tone. She worked extra hard to be upset. It took a lot out of her. If only she could let go of that bitter anger for just a little while, then maybe she would see how things really were.
“Are you going to be mad at me the whole time I’m here?”
She kept her hands firmly planted on her hips. “I don’t know,” she said, drawing out the words. “That depends on you I guess.” Not really. No matter how sweetly he behaved, she would still find any excuse to be pissed at him. She had already made up her mind not to let herself fall for this creature. Being perpetually mad at him made that task much easier.
Alexander pushed the mute button on the remote. Sitting up he leaned his forearms on his thighs, looking up at her. Trying to not show in his face just how much her words wounded him he spoke.
“Can we call a truce?” He brushed one of his hands through his thick hazel-nut hair, running his long tapered fingers through the slightly curled ends, musing it up into a cute messy look that Diana couldn’t help but find attractive. “I know that you’re pissed at me.” He nodded to himself. “I get that.”
Diana relaxed her arms at her side. “I don’t want to be mad anymore,” she admitted. She felt the steam of agitation leave her system. It was draining to stay angry all the time. It took too much energy to keep that emotion going. She knew he was right. Diana was behaving poorly, very unprofessional. “You’re right. I’ll try.” It was all she could promise.
Alexander seemed to accept her willingness to act civil toward him, at least for the duration of his stay with her.
“Thank you.” He patted the cushioned seat next to him. “Have a seat.” He instructed.
She looked skeptically at him. Seeing her hesitation, he held up his hands in complete submission to her wishes.
“I promise,” flashing a brief innocent young boy’s smile. “I’m on my best behavior.” He patted the seat beside him again. He promised to keep his hands to himself. “Please,” he said. “Have a seat. We need to talk about tomorrow.”
Diana hesitated for the span of a few heart beats then willing capitulated to his request. She sat down next to him on the couch. She was both dreading and relishing this adventure. Life was exciting with Alexander, she couldn’t deny that. And it was only when he was gone that she realized what a profound influence he had had on her perception of life. A few magically entertaining days with him and then he would be gone. She wondered if it was worth it. To grow accustomed to his presence once again, only to start all over again living without him. That scared and idealistic sixteen year old girl within her, said yes. But the grown woman in her refused to relinquish control of the icy brace she had secured around her heart.
“Okay, I’m listening.” She positioned herself on the couch, bending her knee on the couch so she could face him. He did the same; positioning his back against the couch he turned his body slightly so they could talk face to face.
“First thing,” he began. “We need a new car.” Her car, though perfect for her, was a little too cramped for his liking. Not to mention he wasn’t into driving around in her girly looking VW. He wasn’t going to ride around in that powder blue bubble.
“What’s wrong with my car?” she asked indignantly.
“It’s not rugged enough,” he said truthfully. They needed something a little sturdier. “It’s fine for city driving, but not where we’re going.”
She tilted her head to the side and gave him a reproachful look. “And did you happen to pack another vehicle in your suitcase?”
“No,” he said, looking at her curiously. “We’re going to pick one up tomorrow morning.”
She looked at him. Shaking her head she said, “Not to be a downer,” she interjected, “But I don’t have the cash to buy another car for this little adventure.” Cars just didn’t grow on trees and she was a little insulted that he didn’t want to be seen in her car. Men had issues with the kinds of cars they were willing to be seen in. She just didn’t get the psyche of men and their cars.
Alexander looked back at her, clearly insulted. He furrowed his brows. “I didn’t mean for you to buy us a new car.” He never expected her to shell out her own hard earned money to get them a new car. Alexander knew she worked hard for the things she had and especially during these rough economic times money was tight.
“Where are you going to get a car then?” she asked in disbelief. She couldn’t imagine how an angel could procure a car. Who would sell to one? Did he even have the right paperwork to buy a car or even to get a loan to buy a car? These where the questions she wanted to ask but refrained from. It was her assumption that angels didn’t need such things. They were above the laws of the rest of us mortal creatures. He could get whatever he wanted.
Alexander answered, a smile hovering over his perfect mouth. “I got a guy,” he said simply.
Diana raised her eyebrows at that statement. “You got a guy,” she repeated. That statement sounded like Alexander was dealing with some shady mafia guy. It would be under the table, of course. Those kinds of dealings were like that. As long as you could pony up the cash, he could get you whatever you wanted.
“Yeah,” his face broke in a full smile at her shocked expression. She probably thought the worst of his dealings. She had an overactive imagination sometimes.
“I don’t want to know,” she said, shaking her head.
“What?” he responded, plastering on a look of innocents.
When she didn’t respond he continued. “It should take us about an hour to get to Brevard. You’ll need to pack a few things as we’ll be staying overnight. So bring whatever you’ll need to last at least a few days.”
“So should I be planning on roughing it?” She was highly doubtful that they would be staying in nice hotels. If she was lucky they could pitch a tent somewhere.
“Yeah,” he said with a nod. “Expect a little bit of roughing it. Some of the creatures don’t live in residential areas.”
Diana thought she could live a few days without the human luxuries; as long as it didn’t last long.
He continued. “We also need to keep our investigation on a need to know basis,” he said very seriously. His mission was not publicly known, even to many of the heavenly bodies. At the time he had been assigned this case the Creators had specifically instructed that he keep his interactions with the earthen creatures on a need to know basis. There was no point in alerting the world of their work. It was better that way. “These creatures are likely to help us, but given the opportunity and the right incentive they could just as willingly be swayed to the other side.”
“You don’t put a lot of faith in the creatures of earth, do you?” she asked pointedly. Diana put herself in that collective group. It was like one of those upstairs, downstairs social systems, the superior bureaucrats who reigned over the earth toiling proletariats. But in spite of their professed divine power, all politicians succumbed to corruption eventually.
“I’ve been around the block a lot longer than you have,” he said sternly. “You don’t go to war then broadcast your tactics all over the news and hope the enemy isn’t watching.” It wasn’t a matter of trust for Alexander. It was a matter of responsibility. He had a responsibility to protect the creatures of the earth. He could not allow a loose tongue to catch the interests of the evil ones. He had an obligation to his master and mistress to protect the interest of their kingdom. The laws of the higher powers must be maintained.
Alexander would not risk the safety of Diana’s future by allowing these creatures to use her. If they found out who she was, there was no guarantee that they wouldn’t be swayed by creatures of the darker world, even now some of them had. They were a fickle bunch, damning the Creators when things didn’t go the way they had hoped. Mercenary, all of them, for the right price they would willingly serve Diana up to Lucifer on a silver platter.
“Then, what is our tactic?”
He was quiet for few minutes. After a good length of time he spoke. “They should be cooperative enough that we will not need to divulge our complete intentions with them. Many of them are aware of the recent events.”
Diana interrupted, “What recent events, exactly? You never explained that fully before.”
“Well,” he began. “As I had said before, Lucifer has been spending much of his time on earth. He has been actively recruiting from the earthen creatures. There have been numerous disappearances, more than usual. We believe they have been convinced to join his side and he is keeping many of them within the Garden.”
“Do you mean the Garden of Eden?” The Garden as it was referred to in modern vernacular. The Garden had once been a beautiful kingdom, reminiscent of later kingdoms of Rome and Camelot. It flourished and was more spectacular than history could have described it or speculated. But like those once fantastic dynasties, the Garden of Eden was doomed to destruction.
He nodded. Continuing, “We will tell them the truth. I am investigating the recent disappearances and you are my consultant.”
“Can you not simply bring them back from the Garden?”
“No.” He said gravely. “We no longer have jurisdiction over the Garden. It is no longer under our control and has not been since its fall into Lucifer’s hands.” He continued. “If we as much as set foot on its soil, Lucifer will know.”
“Who has gone missing?” It was unfair, but she couldn’t think that the lost creatures were human. If a human went missing the police would be on the alert, but if a dwarf or sprite suddenly vanished, no one seemed to know about it or care. But it looked like the Creators were taking the matter to heart. She imagined it was a substantial number to involve them.
“I don’t know the exact numbers” he answered. “But let’s just say that most of the races have been effected; from troll to nymph.”
She couldn’t believe that so many disappearances were taking place and no one, up until now, had taken any notice. She certainly hadn’t known about any of it, but then she rarely concerned herself with much of anything as of late.
“I didn’t realize any of this was happening,” she said, verbalizing her thoughts.
“It’s not as if the news programs would plaster a story about creatures that most humans don’t believe even exist,” he said. “Besides, even if they did, we can’t technically say they are missing. No one has officially reported them as such.”
“Why not?” she asked, stunned, “Doesn’t anyone care that their loved ones are missing?” If it had been someone she loved, she would have reported them as soon as possible.
Alexander shrugged. “I guess they don’t trust in the system.”
“What an understatement,” she thought.
“We’re going off speculation here,” he continued. “Another reason to keep the cause behind our presence under wraps. There is no sense in riling everyone up if it can be helped; no reason to cause panic in creatures that are innocent of their brethren’s faults.” He paused, a flash of something crossing his face; Diana couldn’t describe what it had been. “Besides, it could turn out to be nothing.”
Diana watched him closely, searching his face for something she could not as yet name. Some information, that he just refused to spill; she could feel it. He wasn’t disclosing himself fully to her, but she couldn’t prod him about it now. She didn’t want to know, not yet anyway. “Do you think it will turn out to be nothing?”
“No,” he said confidently. “I know something is happening in this world.” Increasing the volume of his voice he spoke, “I will find out what’s going on and I will do whatever it takes to stop it.”
He was so convinced about all of this and completely set in his resolve to figure out what Lucifer was up to. “Who was she to argue with him?” she thought. Besides, she could appreciate his devotion to his job even if at times he chose it over everything else. She couldn’t deny that his passion for his chosen life purpose was something to aspire to.
“We’ll figure it out,” she reassured him. “I’m sure of it.”
“Yes,” he said. “We will,” stressing the ‘we’ in that statement.
They spent the rest of the afternoon watching episodes of some of the investigative crime shows she had recorded and saved on her television recording device. He thought it would be a fun way to see how investigating tactics were done in this modern age; watching the subtle nuances of their detective work, though there had never been a episode where the officer’s had to investigate the not-so-human witnesses.
Diana heated up a bowl of soup for herself. She didn’t waste her time making elaborate dinners just for herself. Except when she invited her mother over, she never used anything more than her microwave. Caring her warm soup into the living room she thought about asking Alexander if he wanted anything.
“Did you want me to make you something?” she asked as she came back into the living room. The dining room table was used only when she had guests and other than her mother, there had never been any. Until now, but Alexander wasn’t exactly a guest. However, she was polite enough to treat him like one.
“No,” he said. “I’m good.” He had no need to indulge in any more food.
“Okay,” she said making her way to the couch. Sitting down she pulled the coffee table closer to her. She took a few hesitant spoonfuls of the soup. Diana had really nuked it in the microwave. But there was nothing more disgusting than lukewarm soup. She put the soup down on the table in front of her, wiping her mouth with a napkin. “Are you going to get your things out of the trunk?”
“Yeah,” he responded, getting up from the couch. He deleted one of the episodes they had just watched, her saved box was in the seventy percent full capacity. She had a bad habit of keeping shows long after she had watched them. Putting the remote on the coffee table he walked around her. “I’ll be right back.”
Diana had a spare room across the hall from her bedroom. She had thought to turn it into an office or some other kind of room; perhaps a reading room. But she had never gotten around to it. Right now it was a guest bedroom for when her mom came over to spend the night. Diana thought she could put him there for the night.
Alexander strode back into the living room with his Gucci suitcase trailing behind him. She frowned at the trendy suitcase then up at him, but he didn’t seem to take notice of her look. “Of course he had a Gucci suitcase”, she thought. “Was Samsonite not up to his particular tastes?”
“You can put your bag in the room down the hall and to the right,” she said, pointing him in the general direction of his room. He nodded to her and headed toward the back room without comment.
She returned to eating her soup before it got cold on her. Alexander left her alone in the living room while she ate her soup and watched the local news program. Diana had expected some coverage of today’s library shoot out, but there was nothing. It was impossible that out of all those patrons, no one had reported the event to the local police. It was like it had never happened.
Finishing her soup she took her bowl back to the kitchen. Rinsing it off in the sink, she put it in the nearly empty dishwasher. The dishes didn’t pile up quickly and she only ran the dishwasher to keep it in good working order.
Alexander still hadn’t emerged from the guest room. Diana wondered what he was doing back there. The house was quiet, but when you live alone, you get accustomed to the lack of noise. The rest of the world was overly noisy for Diana. The silence of her home was comforting. Coming home was a blessed relief to her.
She turned the lights off in the rest of the house; one by one as she walked through the rooms and headed towards the back bedrooms. The street lights burned brightly outside the house. She had hung heavy curtains to keep much of its brightness out at night. Diana made her way down the hallway, guided by the light spilling out of the guest room through the open door. Diana peered around the expanse of the doorway, her hands splayed on the door frame on either side of her.
“Hi.”
“Hi,” he answered, looking up from the book he was reading. She had put a twin bed in here for her mom to use when she stayed over for one of their ‘girl’s night’. They usually involved the ever present bowl of homemade popcorn, diet soda and a movie her mother couldn’t convince any of her friends to go see.
The bed that accommodated her mother’s height and stature perfectly was swallowed up under the rather overwhelming form of Alexander. They just don’t make petite angels, she guessed.
“Are you going to be okay in here?” she asked him, walking into the room.
“Yeah,” He put the opened book on his chest. “It’s fine. I borrowed a book, I hope you don’t mind,” holding the book up for her inspection.
“No, I don’t mind.” She tilted her head, scanning the cover of the book. She looked up at his face. “A romance novel, really?” she said, more than a little surprised by his choice.
“What, a guy can’t like romance?” he defended himself. “Besides, it’s your book. Does that mean you’re a romantic at heart?” He looked down at her book then up at her face, a quizzical expression on his face. “Perhaps you dream of having your own romantic story.”
Diana shook her head, turning away from his stare, looking around the room that she had created for her mother. She rarely came in here. It could have used a little dusting. Oh well, she thought. If he didn’t like it, he could dust the room himself.
“I think I’ll pass,” she answered him, looking back at his face. “The heroine is always a pretty little goody two shoes, ninny head.” Alexander laughed at that description of most heroines in stories. They were usually weak creatures who needed an excessive amount of rescuing from the hero. He continued to laugh until he heard the description of the hero.
She continued with her analysis, “And the hero is always an arrogant ass who thinks his word is law.” Alexander frowned at that. He assumed she was referring to him, but he persevered.
“I think that is the point,” he said. “It’s their flaws that make them real.” No one would want to read about characters that were perfect; that just wasn’t relatable.
“Yes,” she said, agreeing with him for a moment. “But in the real world,” she pointed out. Diana was finding this conversation hitting a little too close to home. She needed to stop, but she stupidly felt compelled to continue. “In the real world,” she repeated, trying to keep her voice at an even level. “The heroine doesn’t get the hero,” she paused, biting her lip to keep it under control. “He takes his self righteous ass right out of the story.” She should have stopped. He was silent, nothing he could say would make the truth any less than it was; an extremely sore subject for both of them.
Diana turned away from him. She had promised to let the past remain that way; in the past. They had a truce and she wasn’t following the rules of that said truce. Making hurtful accusations wasn’t helping anyone solve the mission.
“I’m sorry,” she said, wiping her hand over her eyes. They were blessedly dry. “I’ll be in my room.” She walked to the open door. “Enjoy your book.” With that she walked out of his room, not looking back. She wasn’t ready to see his expression. She didn’t want to see the hurt reflected in his eyes, because it would only remind her of her own.
Diana took her small suitcase out of the closet in her bedroom and laid it on the bed. She contemplated what to pack. She didn’t divert much in her wardrobe. When she wasn’t in her work clothes she was in jeans and something a few notches up from a t-shirt.
When she was finished packing enough clothes and necessities to last the next few days; she took out a set of pajama pants and top from her bureau and a towel from the hall closet. Taking everything with her she headed into the bathroom adjoined to her bedroom.
The water was soothing on her tight muscles. Today’s adventure was finally sinking in. What mess had she gotten herself into? She couldn’t have predicted today’s events. She wasn’t that intuitive. To think that only a few short hours ago, her worst concern was another session with Dr. Levin. She ran her head under the warm water, hoping to wash away the day; letting it escape down the drain. After several more minutes just standing in the warm shower, she finally turned off the shower spigot.
Later, climbing into her cozy queen sized bed; she snuggled into her Egyptian cotton bedding she had bought at Target. The bed welcomed her as it always did after a long day. Reading was her therapy if she had a bad day. It helped to clear her mind. Focusing on someone else’s problems helped to make her forget her own, even if for just a little while.
Taking the book she kept by her night stand, she propped the pillows up behind her and positioned the book over her stomach. She settled down for a good story.
The minutes ticked by and Diana could feel her body becoming sluggish; her eyes barely able to support their own weight. Setting the book back in its place on the night stand, she turned off the bedside lamp.
Some people think that dreams are the result of random brain waves firing off, unchecked by the conscious mind. We have little control over the sleeping mind and without our consciousness supervising; the brain performs a little show for us. Most of what we dream is lost in that shadowy world of slumber and what we do remember are disjointed images and feelings. One could piece these images together, making a big Freudian effort to articulate some meaning to them, but the outcome is still unclear. Diana could blame stress, or food for her dreams, but then she could also find hidden meaning in her dreams. It was a matter few could ever understand completely. And as Diana lay in her bed she wondered what dreams she would have this night. It didn’t take long for her to find out as she was soon swallowed up by the deep waters of slumber.
Alexander watched unnoticed from the shadows in the corner of her room. His presence remained undetected as he heard Diana’s even breathing. She slept like the innocent, naïve young girl she had once been. One hand resting over her heart, the other on the pillow above her head, her face turned towards it. But she was no innocent girl anymore.
He didn’t know how the next few days would turn out. Their relationship was tenuous, at best. He had to constantly remind himself to keep his priorities in check. His mission was of the utmost importance. His personal feelings came second to the bigger issue; stopping Lucifer from continuing whatever scheme he knew was now transpiring right under everyone’s nose.
Chapter 4-
“How was school?” Alexander called, emerging from the woods.
Diana was walking home after being dropped off by the school bus. She didn’t like to ride the contraption, but she usually got her own seat. She brought a book with her so she could focus on something else.
“Pretty good,” she called back. He caught up with her on the open road. She smiled up at him as he walked in step with her. “We got our folklore projects back in English today.”
He looked extremely interested to hear about this. Of course Alexander was always fascinated by everything concerning Diana. “How did you do?”
Diana waited a few moments, trying to heighten the anticipation of the moment. “Well,” she began. “I worked really hard on it.” She paused, trying not to reveal anything in her voice.
He looked down at her in earnest. “I know you did,” he encouraged. Brushing his hand across her warm cheek, he tucked a few strands of her hair over her ears. She wore her long auburn locks tied in a long pony tail, but a few stands always came free to frame her face most adorably.
“I got an A+” she blurted out excitedly; so much for trying to play it cool. “And,” she said emphatically, “It’s so good, my teacher is going to run it in the end of the month news letter. Isn’t that freaking awesome?” She made a pirouette in the road; running a few steps in front of him she turned and gifted him with one her heart stopping smiles.
“Congrats, Diana,” he said, smiling back. He was suddenly in front of her. She was always impressed with how fast he could move. She smiled up at him. Alexander picked her up, bringing her close to his sturdy body.
Diana quickly threw her arms around him, glorying in Alexander’s warm and comforting, embrace. When the weight of the world felt like it had taken residence on her weak shoulders, she could always depend on Alexander to take the pressure off them. He was her rock; her saving grace, her best friend; her guardian angel.
***
Diana?” her mother called from the kitchen. “Where are you going?” She wiped her hand on a tea towel. “It’s almost time to eat.”
Diana grabbed her keys off the little hook by the front door. She wanted to be anywhere but here. Maybe if she drove far enough and fast enough, the emptiness would stop eating at her soul.
“I’m going out, be back later,” she called back to her mom in the kitchen. Keys in hand she was out the door before she could hear her mother respond.
Her father’s old Ford pickup, which he used to haul his most prized flowers around town, was perfect for her driving needs. Getting in, she put in the radio adaptor for her CD player into the cassette machine. Leafing through her notebook of CD’s, she stopped and pulled one out of its protective sleeve. Placing it in her CD player, she started the engine.
Turning up the volume to near full volume the truck was filled with the sound of heavy rock music. Increasing the volume even more, Diana backed out of her parent’s driveway.
They had found her two days later, in Tennessee. Someone had reported seeing an abandoned pickup on the side of the highway. Authorities had gone to check it out.
They found her curled up in the flat bed, her body folded into a tight ball; she wasn’t moving. The officers on the scene assumed she was unconscious, but when they tried to lift her out of the truck she became like a demon.
Grabbing the arm of the closest of them; squeezing. In contrast the man’s heart beat increased as she held onto him. Her eyes were closed, her face contorted in a strange and unnatural mask. A heavy weight beat down on his chest. His lungs struggled to take in air. He thought he was going to die.
Just when he started to see black spots in front of his eyes, she opened her eyes. They were dark as midnight. She leaned forward, a hairs breath from his face.
“Don’t touch me,” she breathed into his ear, a voice that chilled his very soul. She was the devil’s own in that moment. It scared the hell of the officer. But just as quickly as she grabbed him, she let go of him and this time she was unconscious.
***
“Diana?” Her mother’s voice called from her bedroom door, her face looking through the slightly jarred door. She saw Diana curled up under the covers of her bed. Only the top of her head was visible amongst the sea of pillows, sheets and comforter.
“Diana, sweetheart?” she called out to her only child.
The room was dark as a tomb and just as silent. Heather had never seen her daughter so upset. Her usual bright and carefree child was lost within that hardened shell of a person, a petrified copy, but life’s breath no longer seemed to emanate from it.
Diana didn’t respond to the sound of her mother’s voice. For weeks she had remained confined to this room. No one could reach out and comfort her; no one dared. Like a wounded animal she would grow vicious, mean as a rattlesnake. If anyone tried to comfort her she would lash out at them. She would strike at other’s vulnerabilities, finding their weaknesses and exploiting them.
After awhile people stopped trying. Only Diana could pull herself out from under this blanket of despair; if only she would try.
Heather backed away from the door, closing it in her wake. Quietly she made her way to the other side of the house.
“Is she awake?” her husband Patrick said, walking through the front door, a vase of Rhododendrons in his hands.
“No,” she answered sadly. “She came home and went straight to her room.”
“She went to see that Dr. Levin today?” he asked, closing the front door. Heather nodded. He held out the flowers to his wife. “I thought that these might cheer her up. They’re her favorites.”
“They’re beautiful, Patrick,” taking the flowers from him and holding them closer to her, smelling the perfume of the spring flowers. “These are the best of season.” She sighed to herself. “I’ll just put these in her room.”
“She’ll snap out of it soon,” Patrick said to her retreating form.
She answered him as she walked to Diana’s bedroom. “I pray to God everyday that you’re right.”
***
“Diana, are you awake?” Alexander asked, trying to peel the covers off her face. “Diana?” he called to her again. He could barely find her under all the pillows and sheets.
Whenever she had a night full of bad dreams, the bed looked more like a war zone; no square inch of sheet was left tucked in.
He tried pulling on the sheets and blankets. It was possible she couldn’t hear him under all that fabric. Diana was not a morning person.
“Diana, you have to get up now,” he commanded in his most imposing voice. A voice that would quell a lesser being yet it wasn’t working on her. She seemed reluctant to let him extract her from her warm cocoon. She clutched the comforter to her face and refused to relinquish her hold on it; a sleepers life preserver.
“Diana,” he said, raising his voice to a greater level. “Can you hear me, woman?”
An arm whipped out and backhanded him across the face, none too gently. She had quite a punch for a human woman. He rubbed his face, forcing out the sting. She never even acknowledged him as she rolled over and proceeded to go back to sleep.
“I’m very serious,” he spoke to her unconscious form. He was getting more than a little annoyed. He cleared his throat and gave his most impressive heavenly command. “Get your ass of this bed, right now.” She didn’t move. He would try a different tactic then.
“Diana,” he spoke in a voice, rich and smooth as chocolate. He managed to finally pull the sheet back far enough to reveal her face.
Brushing a strand of her hair away from her face, he leaned down. Maneuvering his body until he was hovering over her form, he turned her face up to meet his. A quick brush of his mouth across her cheek, he moved his mouth to her lips. If she wouldn’t respond to his commanding words, she would respond to the command of his lips.
Diana turned her face up, as if searching for him when he pulled his mouth away from hers. Her eyes remained closed, lost between the worlds of sleep and waking. Alexander’s lips twitched a secret smile that only he could see. It seemed his little flower responded better to the sweetness of his kisses than his commands. He was more than willing to oblige her.
Bringing his face back down to her lips, he was momentarily surprised when she met him half way there, seizing his lips with her own. Alexander needed no more encouragement, leaning forward, he deepened the kiss.
Her name, Fleur, accurately described this woman. Alexander savored the kiss like nothing he had ever experienced in his entire existence. The world was full of beauty, but for Alexander, no flower on earth compared to her beauty. He drank from his little flower, her mouth sweeter than any honey of God’s creation. Alexander would gladly be her hummingbird, if it meant he could drink from those lips.
Diana, his midnight flower that only bloomed for him; he would have it no other way. Alexander opened his mouth, running his tongue along the line of her lower lip. Her mouth opened willingly, seemingly relishing the taste of his tongue within her mouth.
She made little mewling noises in the back of her throat. Her hands found his check; stroking his face lovingly. Her touch was something Alexander thought he would never feel again. It kindled his hearts true desires; ones he tried to keep to himself else he crumble into shattered pieces.
Running her fingers into his hair, she pulled his head down, further deepening the kiss. The unimaginable chemistry between them was a tangible electric current running along the surface of their skin, connecting not only their bodies, but their very souls.
Moving the comforter aside, his hand skimmed along her left arm before finding purchase along the line of her waist. He brushed the softness of her stomach with his thumb where her night shirt rode up. Her skin was as soft as warmed satin. Moving his hand up slowly along her torso; he brushed the underside of her breast with just the tips of his fingertips. Just as he was about to move his hand higher along her body, she pulled back, taking her lips out from under him. It took a moment for Alexander to realize what was happening.
Looking down at her he focused his eyes on her face. Her eyes, those beautiful cobalt blue eyes were not sleep filled, but filled with the heat of passion. A passion stemmed in anger.
Pushing at his shoulders forcibly, she extracted herself from underneath him. Alexander fell back, away from her. To say that he was stunned was an understatement. One moment she had been kissing him like he was everything she had ever wanted in life. Then the next moment, she was freezing him with the raw and bitter anger she kept close to her heart.
“That’s to remind you what you left behind,” she said as she threw the comforter off herself. Getting out of the bed she left him staring after her.
Walking with dignity to the bathroom, she went in, closing the door behind her with a resounding click of the lock.
Safe within the confines of the bathroom, she leaned heavily against the sink counter. Turning on the water, she splashed cool water on her very flushed face. She sighed to herself, absently. There was nothing to be done about it.
Diana had wanted to prove something to him. That had been her intention when she had woken up to Alexander kissing her purposefully this morning. In those moments between sleep and wakefulness she had almost imagined that she was once again a young girl. When she had finally come to her senses, or as close as possible; when Alexander was close to her it was difficult. She had used his tactics against him. She wanted to prove something to herself as well.
She didn’t need him. He had been like a drug to her and she had been clean and sober for nearly ten years. She had almost fallen off the wagon. But falling was every addict’s first step back into recovery. It was getting back on the wagon that proved the resiliency and determination of the ex-junkie. And one day it would lead to a full recovery. Staring at herself in the mirror, she furrowed her brow then relaxed it. She wasn’t sure she was strong enough.
Alexander lay amongst the tangled sheets of Diana’s bed. She had a right to be angry at him. It hadn’t been very clever of him to try to touch her when she had told him she wanted nothing to do with him other than to help him in his mission for the Creators. But there was no reason to be cruel. She had turned his tactic against him and teased him with intimacy to prove a point. He knew what he had left behind; he was reminded of it every day.
She had proved her point and done a good job executing it. She got exactly what she wanted from him; to remind him of what he had once had. She claimed that she neither wanted him nor needed him in her life. It was he who wanted; he who need her.
If she thought only she had suffered all these years, then she was wrong. A day did not go by where he did not think about her; wonder what she was doing right at that moment. If he lived to be a million, and God knew that he would, he would never forget the day he had told her he was being reassigned. He had followed the commands of the Creators and so hurt the one person who meant more to him than any other creature on earth.
“They’re sending me to Ireland,” Alexander said, leaning against the kitchen counter at her parent’s home. They were still at work and he was able to walk around freely without her parents wondering who he was. They did not know of his existence. The humans did not understand the nature of the world as well as they professed.
Diana was rifling through her parent’s refrigerator as he broke the news to her. Grabbing a peach from the fruit bin, she closed the door. Turning around to face him, she looked at him confused.
“What do you mean?” She took the peach to the counter and started cutting it into more manageable pieces.
Alexander looked out the kitchen window to the backyard beyond. He hadn’t wanted to hurt her but he knew that no matter how he told her; leaving was still leaving. He had allowed her to grow too attached to him already. She was a young girl and she needed to live her life on her own. He cleared his throat and brought his focus back to her face.
“What I mean is that I’m going to Ireland,” He looked at her solemnly and continued. “There’s been a great deal of animosity between the Fae people and the humans. They are threatening to drive the humans over the cliffs and into the sea if they do not stop building within their territory.” He shook his head. “The humans of course have no idea that they are encroaching of Fae land.” The creatures of this world, for the most part, coexisted well. But sometimes they revolted against each other. Alexander had been assigned to this skirmish and he never turned down a case.
“Okay,” she said, crossing the kitchen to stand in front of him. She smiled up at him, taking his larger hand into her own. Diana looked down and played with the tiny lines on his palm, then looked back up to give him one of her charming smiles. She stared up into his solemn face, not really understanding why he seemed so sad.
“I’ll go with you,” she said excitedly. She had never been to Ireland, but she was ready for any adventure with Alexander. They would have a wonderful time. She loved that Alexander had such a calling. Diana wanted to be just like him. Her gifts were nothing compared to his, but she could help him, if he let her. “I’ve never been to Ireland, it’ll be fun, I think.”
He shook his head at her, taking his hand out of hers. “No, Diana.” He moved away from her, leaving her to look at him with concern written all over her face. He moved to the other side of the kitchen where her presence couldn’t affect him as much. Looking over at her he spoke reverently. “You have school to worry about.” Holding out his arms, “Your whole life is here.” He was firm in his resolve. “You are staying here.”
Diana just stood staring at the creature who she believed was her whole life. There was no life for her without him in it. She wouldn’t believe that he could leave her. “But, I could help,” she tried to reason with him. “You know I could help you with the creatures.”
He did know. She was a unique human, but that was not reason enough to take her away from her world. She needed a normal life right now. Later, when she was grown, she could concern herself with the politics of the universe. But for now, he wouldn’t allow it. He couldn’t allow her to be put into danger, not at such a young and vulnerable age. He couldn’t bear to see her hurt.
“No.” he roared at her. “I have a job to do and I don’t need the help of a little girl.” He could see that he had wounded her deeply. He had always told her how special her gifts were. Reducing her to the status of an unruly girl was cruel. He could see it in her face, the hardening of her mouth; her eyes growing dark.
“Get out,” she whispered, an icy wind of heart stopping potency.
He wasn’t sure he had heard her correctly. “What?”
“Get out of my house,” she shrieked the voice of a demon. She couldn’t seem to catch her breath. The world was spinning out of control and yet nothing was really happening. It was all internal. He was leaving her to save the world. A seed of doubt penetrated her brain. “He was leaving forever”, she thought. The inner voice in her head was whispering vile things to her; telling her that she wasn’t good enough for him; a stupid little girl with little girl fantasies. God, she was such a fool.
“You’re leaving,” she said those damning words aloud. Her heart threatened to cease its movements. If she died right now, she wondered if she would welcome the darkness. For her, death was a better alternative to living a half life. She pointed to the front door of her parent’s home. “You might as well start by leaving now.” She refused to look at his face. She would crumble for sure if she did.
He was angry. “Fine,” he grumbled. “I’ll come back when you’re more reasonable.” He walked to the front door, feeling her close on his heels.
Just as he reached the door, he turned around to kiss her goodbye. She stopped him with a look and shake of her head.
“No,” she whispered. A single tear slipped down her cheek. “Don’t ever come back.” She pushed him out the door and slammed it in his face.
Alexander stood on the stoop outside Diana’s home, dumbstruck. “Don’t ever come back,” she had said. He looked at the closed door in front of him, stupidly expecting it to open again. Hoping that it would and knowing that it wouldn’t. She would never open a door to him again. He walked away from that house, a feeling of deep despair so profound it threatened to choke the life from his very soul. An existence without Diana was no life he wanted to pursue. Alexander would go on with his existence, serve his master and mistress to the best of his abilities. But he would never forget the young woman who held the thread of his existence in her hand.
“Alexander?” Diana spoke from across her bedroom, breaking him from his painful reverie.
“Yes?” He turned his head to the side to look at her standing in the room, several feet from him. “Her sleep rumpled form was lovely”, he thought. She was more beautiful now than she had ever been in his dreams of her.
Diana looked at him, a frown hovering over her lips. “Get your ass out of my bed.” She folded her arms of her chest. “Please,” she said, attaching it to the end of the command in hopes of softening it. It didn’t work.
He frowned back at her, but complied with her request. As he made his way across the room to the bedroom door, he paused. His stride slowed as he passed her before stopping completely just a few feet from her. Turning to her, he fixed her with a heated stare.
“You can convince yourself you don’t want me,” He scanned his eyes over her body as if relearning every contour of her form. Bringing his focus back to her face he continued. “But your soul wants me as much as it ever did.”
Turning away, he walked out of her bedroom without a backward glance.
***
Alexander put Diana’s suitcase in the trunk of her care, along with his own. Shutting the trunk, he walked back into the house.
“Are you ready?” he called out to her.
“Yeah,” she answered, coming from the kitchen with two bottles of water; one in each hand. She picked up her back pack from the dining room table and pulled her arms through the straps. It was light and hands free and suited her needs better than a purse. Pulling her pony tail out from underneath the bag she brushed her fingers through her hair. She was still a little tired; water would help to wake her up. She wasn’t a morning person, but life required getting up at dawn. At least for her, it did.
Alexander took in Diana’s attire. She had opted to wearing shorts and what looked like an old Gap t-shirt he remembered her having in high school. Diana had complemented the outfit with a pair of new hiking boots. He knew that she liked to hike in the forests. At least he knew that she used to like to do that. Her hair, he saw, had been pulled back into a pony tail. Even being secured by the elastic band, some wayward pieces still managed to come loose. He wanted nothing more than to touch those strands of hair, but he refrained. He sighed internally. She had the audacity to look both sexy and adorable at the same time.
Diana made sure all the doors and windows were locked before following Alexander outside to her car. He had changed out of his usual couture digs into something more practical. She couldn’t help but notice how attractive he looked in anything he wore. She told herself that she had a right to admire; it wouldn’t change how she felt about him. He was a gorgeous specimen of male. That he was also an angel, just added a bit a mystery to him.
His jeans were dark denim and framed his form to perfection. It was almost a sin for him to look that good in casual wear. His t-shirt wasn’t snug but if he moved just right she could catch an outline of well toned muscles underneath. Again, it was almost sinful to look at him. She couldn’t guess where he had gotten the shirt, but it read on the front: Warning: Don’t let the Halo fool you, in bold black lettering. The shirt itself was a cobalt color. When he turned around she could see on the back a caricature set of painted white wings. Diana liked the shirt very much. It suited him perfectly. Angel’s weren’t sweet cherubic little creatures but striking figures; the mouth pieces of the Creator’s. They were imposing creatures to behold.
They drove to a place just on the outskirts, on the south side of Asheville, to a used car dealership that looked like it had seen some rough times over the years. It was more a junk yard than a car emporium. The front of the complex was covered in brightly colored streamers and balloons in the shape of shamrocks.
The cars in the lot were parked in a convoluted and haphazard order. Price listings for the cars were painted in bold green ink on the windshields with four leaf clovers stickers plastered on the surface of the vehicles. Diana had a suspicion that the stickers distracted the customers from the hunk of junk that the proprietor of this establishment hocked off as a car.
It was a tacky establishment. There was even a store mannequin standing frozen by the front door of the main office, dressed in a shimmery green flapper dress, holding an “Open” sign in her petrified hands.
Diana looked up at the old fashioned billboard marquee and read the name O’Leary’s Used and Pre-Owned vehicles.
Pulling into the lot, Alexander found an open spot in front of the main office. The windows to the building had black out paint on them, as if whatever went on behind those windows was for the eighteen and older crowd. That was another clue that gave Diana the thought that whomever Alexander was consorting with was a shady character; someone not to be trusted.
Diana looked around at the assortment of transportation choices. Amongst the station wagons, minivans and compact sedans, there were few cars that she could imagine Alexander wanting to get behind. She speculated that his posh and expensive tastes wouldn’t allow him to be caught behind the wheel of a minivan. “Why where they here”, she wondered? Her VW was by far better than anything in this lot.
Getting out of the car, they made their way purposefully to the main office with its black out windows, past the smiling flapper girl. Alexander opened the office door, holding it open he allowed her pass through into the building.
The first thing Diana noticed when she found herself inside the main office was how bright it was. It was not the sickly florescent light that you find in most businesses, but an illuminated glow that came from multiple table lamps. Looking up she was floored by the brilliant chandeliers, weighed down by enough crystal and gold that it was almost blinding to stare directly at them.
The interior was more like an upscale hotel lobby than a used car dealership office. Where was the beat up furniture, the sticky linoleum floor covered in a layer of grime? There was none of that tackiness on the inside. No one would have known after seeing the outside what splendor the inside would hold.
Finely upholstered sofas and chairs were spread out into small conversation nooks. The arms of the chairs had embellished wooden arms, likely hand crafted and painstakingly carved. The furnishings were a mixture of Rocco and Luis XIV. Diana wasn’t familiar with architectural design, but she could see this interior gracing the pages of exclusive travel brochures.
The floor was marbled, the rock having been forged from the mountains of Southern Italy. It shined and shimmered with a radiant light that appeared to be coming up from beneath the rock itself.
Diana was awestruck at such opulence. She would have never believed that inside this seemingly innocuous looking dealership lay such beautifully decorated luxury. It rivaled the magnificence of the Biltmore Estate. She had taken a trip there with her school and had been awed by the beauty of the home and its grounds.
“Hello there,” called a voice from somewhere in the back. In the next instant a man emerged from behind a heavy oak door. He had to use both hands to push it open; closing the door behind with a great heave of effort.
The man, whom Diana assumed was the proprietor, walked across the expanse of the room towards Diana. She wondered if it was a trick of the imagination or did the building seem smaller from the outside. It was likely that the drab ugliness of its exterior had only made her assume it was smaller than it really was.
“Well, hello there lassie,” said the proprietor, when he finally reached Diana, standing inside his establishment. He plastered a salesman smile on his cherubic face and smiled up at her. “How can I help such a lovely little thing such as you?”
He was about five inches shorter than Diana. “Little, indeed,” she thought. He shouldn’t be one to talk. The man had to look up at her. That alone should have clued him in that he was on the short side. He was wearing a dark green suit jacket and slacks; a complimenting bottle green dress shirt underneath. The patent leather of his shoes sparkled under the light of the chandeliers. His black hair was smoothed down over his round head with the help of half a tube of hair goo. Diana couldn’t help but notice that on a few of his fingers he wore gold rings. On his left wrist, a gold and diamond encrusted watch. The overall effect of the man was one brightly and jewel faceted Irish gem. Only the chandeliers outdid him in their decadence.
Alexander walked through the door behind Diana. The green suited man took notice of him instantly and his smile changed to one of genuine pleasure and surprise.
“Alexander,” he exclaimed. Coming around Diana, he took Alexander’s larger hand into his own. “Is that you, lad?”
Diana could only stare at the odd exchange of pleasantries. The man was dwarfed by Alexander’s larger form but he treated him like he was much smaller. This was Alexander’s go to man; she guessed. She hadn’t quite pictured this version of the man. He looked more like an Irish Liberachi than a crooked business man.
“How is business, Mike?” Alexander asked, shaking hands with the man.
Mike shrugged his shoulders indifferently. “It’s a little on the down side,” he grumbled; good naturedly. “You know the car business isn’t what it used to be. The industry has been circling the drain for awhile now.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Alexander spoke earnestly.
The man shrugged again. “Ah, no worries,” he said. Apparently the car business wasn’t bad enough that Mike had resorted to selling off some of the family treasure. But a leprechaun is reluctant to part with his gold.
“Come in,” he called to both of them. “Come in,” he waved them further into the building. Extending his arms like the ring leader of a circus he looked at them, that salesman’s smile back on his mouth. “How can I be of service?”
“We need a car,” Alexander informed him. He cleared his throat, purposefully. “A good one, Mike,” he specified.
“Of course,” Mike agreed, nodding vigorously. “Only the best for an old friend,” he answered back.
Mike walked behind a desk, taking a set of keys from one of the drawers. He looked up and motioned with his hand. “Have a seat. Let me go see what we’ve got in the back.”
“Thanks, Mike,” Alexander said to his retreating form. Mike went back behind the heavy oak door, closing it behind him with a heavy thud.
Diana was hesitant to sit on any of the finely crafted furniture. It was likely all irreplaceable antiques. She would hate to break anything in this place and be forced to replace it. But after great thought she chose a couch that looked sturdy enough not to break if she wasn’t absolutely careful with it.
Alexander sat down in one graceful and fluid motion into a high backed lounge chair.
Diana followed suit and sat down on the couch across from him. “So your guy is a leprechaun,” she stated as she sat on the pretty floral couch with little gold pillows. Touching one of them she found them soft to the touch. It was real gold brocade.
“Yes.” He moved his right leg over his left knee and entwined his fingers over his stomach; prepared to wait.
They waited in that opulent office for what seemed hours. She was becoming antsy, ready to get the show on the road. She knew it always took a long time to draw up the paperwork for a new car. The paperwork and negotiating was an ordeal that Diana found tedious and perturbing to her senses. Diana had assumed that since they were dealing with other worldly creatures, things would have progressed a little more quickly. She had thought that Alexander could somehow bypass all the red tape.
She sighed for the thousandth time in the past hour. Alexander responded only by raising his eyebrows at her then looking away.
“What is he doing back there?” she grumbled to herself. “Is he putting the thing together himself?” She was impatient and she couldn’t stand sitting here in this magnificent office.
“These things take time, you know?” he spoke, calmly. In complete contrast to her aggravated self, he was the epitome of equanimity.
He quirked a small grin, looking over at her across from him. “What did you think; he could poof us into a car? He’s a leprechaun, not a genie.” He broke into a full smile at her agitated glare. “I’m sorry I don’t know any genies.”
Diana’s lips pursed at that comment. She didn’t appreciate his wit at the moment. Smoldering inside she resisted being pulled into an argument, she kept her anger in check. Diana had made a promise, but she was still ambivalent about whether she could hold to that promise. Sometimes Alexander just rubbed her the wrong way and it was difficult to act civil toward him.
They sat in the glittery dealership office for another frustrating quarter of an hour before Mike finally came back. She was never more pleased to see the tiny man coming through that heavy door.
“I’ve got just the vehicle for you,” he said in his best showman’s voice as he came to where they were sitting. “Now, I’ve taken the liberty of putting your little VW with the rest of our stock.”
Diana didn’t want to believe what she had just heard come out of this shrimps mouth. “You did what?” she roared at him. He looked more than a little scared at her. Coming off the couch in one angry huff, she loomed over him. Then she focused her anger on Alexander. He was behind this somehow. How could he just assume he had the right to trade her car in? She was seriously pissed now. She loved that car.
“You’re not wanting to trade?” Mike asked hesitantly.
“No, we are not wanting to trade,” she yelled at the creature, hands on her hips, glaring daggers down at the man. He backed up a step.
Alexander interrupted them with a clearing of his throat. “Diana,” he began in a calm voice. “Could I have a word with you over by the fountain?” He motioned to the water feature off in the corner.
Mike took the subtle hint that they wanted a bit of privacy to talk it over. “I’ll be in the back room,” he said, slowly backing away from Diana’s glare. Turning swiftly he made his way to the back room. “Come on back when you’re ready,” he called over his shoulder. Then he was gone, finding safety from Diana’s wrath behind the heavy oak doors.
Diana followed Alexander over to the fountain. It was a small marble basin with a fairy statue pouring water out of a bucket. Alexander turned to face her. Diana stopped a few feet away from him, arms folded around her middle; her feet planted firmly in an angry pose.
She spoke first. “We are not trading in my car,” she said indignantly. “I love that car.”
“We need a different vehicle,” he answered, stating the obvious. “This is the best option. We can leave your car here.”
She interrupted him. “What if he sells it?”
He tried to reassure her. He knew that she adored her car. “I’ll get it back for you,” he said. “I promise. It’s only temporary.”
He promised, he said. But Diana didn’t trust in Alexander’s promises. His promises were about as reliable as a manufactured home in a tornado storm. She sighed inwardly. But it was useless to argue about it now. She was anxious enough to get on the road and arguing about it wouldn’t fix anything. She would give in, this time. Diana just hoped that the Leprechaun Mike wouldn’t find a seller in the next few days. She also rationalized that it would be better to leave her car with Mike than in a parking lot where it could be toed.
“Fine,” she caved. “Let him keep the car.” Letting her arms drop back down to hang loosely by her sides.
Diana followed Alexander to the back room, behind the heavy oak door. It just figured that Mike would keep his good stock of cars under lock and key and not out front with the junk someone could mistake for a car.
There were about six vehicles in the back room; several million dollars worth of luxury, high octane machinery under one roof. It was amazing and Diana couldn’t place a single name or manufacturer. As far as she or the world knew, these cars did not exist. In truth, none of these cars existed outside the preternatural world. Human car manufacturer’s had nothing on the skills and ingenuity of non-human creatures. If one could imagine the fastest sleekest car on the human market, it would be more like a thrown together stock car the Little Rascals had when compared next to one of these cars.
Mike was moving around the front of a large black SUV when he saw them enter. He pointed to the car next to him. “Well,” he said, showing off one of his best pieces. “What do you think?” He rubbed the hood of the car with his hand like he was petting an animal.
“I just got her in last week from Hungary.” His hands didn’t leave as much as a tiny smudge on the surface of the hood; amazing paint job. “I put all your belongings from the VW into this one.”
“Presumptuous little thing”, Diana thought.
“Oh,” he exclaimed. Walking over to them he reached into the breast pocket of his jacket. “I just need you to sign here,” he told Alexander, bringing out a stack of parchment paper. It looked expensive and fancy with gold lettering instead of the typical white and black of most contracts.
Alexander took the form out of Mike’s hand. Procuring a gold pen from his pocket, he handed that over to Alexander as well. Diana watched him write his name in scrolling flourishes then hand both contract and pen to an eager Mike.
As Mike put both contract and pen into his pocket again, Diana wondered how he accomplished fitting all of that into what appeared to be a very small space. One might assume that the coat contained a bit of magic. It probably did.
“You’re all set,” he told them, reaching back into the magic pocket for a set of keys. He handed them over to Alexander without any instruction. “Take good care of her,” he told Alexander with a smile.
Alexander took the keys from Mike’s hand and walked around to the driver’s side. Diana thought he was presumptuous as well. What gave him the right to automatically assume he was going to drive? She was just as capable a driver as he was. Besides, when would she ever get the chance to drive such a piece of machinery? The answer was never.
“Excuse me?” she called out to him just as he opened the driver’s side door. “What makes you think you get to drive?”
He gave her a droll look before sliding in behind the wheel of the most amazing car she had ever been close to. Before he closed the door he answered her. “Because,” he said. “I signed for it.” With that he closed his door and buckled his seatbelt.
Once again, she had no choice but to climb into the passenger seat. Never again would she have the chance to be this close to a mythological car like this and she was relegated to passenger status. It was unfair.
Opening the passenger side door for her, Mike held it open for her. “Good luck with you, girl,” he said as she climbed into the seat. She nodded her thanks. If a leprechaun wishes you luck it is an extra special wish.
Diana thanked the creature for his help and allowed him to close the door for her. Closing the door, Mike moved to the double set of doors that lead outside to the back of his dealership.
Alexander turned the ignition. It purred to life; literally. Diana was impressed. Hell, she thought, Jay Leno would be impressed. There was no doubt that this car was a piece of great craftsmanship.
“Don’t you think it’s a little strange that he just gave us this car?” She was pleased they got such a great deal, but it didn’t make sense. “My car isn’t worth this kind of trade, not even if it was brand new. Why did he give it to us?”
“Consider it a debt paid,” he said, putting the car in drive.
“It must have been a big debt.”
“Yeah,” he said. “It was.” He didn’t elaborate.
Mike stepped out of the path of the vehicle, standing just off the side of the open doors. Alexander drove the car forward through the back room to the open doors. Mike waved at them as they drove past. As soon as they had cleared the opening, the doors were quickly closed behind them.
The back of the dealership looked just a bad as the front; rusted vehicles and engine blocks. It was all a cover to keep the human world from catching on, but that was the life of the non-human creatures. Over the years, many tried to assimilate into the human population, but every now and again something would happen to rile up one of the races. Creatures were hurt, sometimes a human or two.
Most multi-racial communities, such as Asheville had a don’t ask, don’t tell kind of policy with the non-human creatures. If humans wanted to be kept in the dark about their non-human neighbors, it was their right to do so.
***
It was approximately an hour drive from Asheville to Brevard. That was what it indicated when Diana had put the directions into her computer. Of course, sometimes those internet direction sites are a little off, encouraging the driver to take a roundabout course. One cannot rely completely on technology to guide them.
There is also nothing more annoying and time consuming than getting lost with a man. Even an angel, there is little difference between the species.
She had entered their first destination this morning on her computer and had printed it out to take with them. Holding the step by step print out in her lap she instructed Alexander on when the next turn would be. She also informed him how many miles there were between maneuvers.
“Diana,” he said, irritably. “I know where I’m going. You don’t need to give me point by point instructions.
“I’m just trying to help,” she answered crossly. Diana folded up the papers and stuck them back into her back pack. “There’s not much else to do since I don’t get to drive,” she said pointedly. She was bored just sitting in the passenger seat and more than irritated that once again he was driving.
“How about shutting up for a little while?” he spoke under his breath, but not nearly quiet enough.
“What did you just say to me?” she growled at him, turning to give him a stern look.
He cleared his throat. “I said,” he clarified, thinking quickly. “Why don’t we just listen to the radio for a while,” turning up the volume on the radio. “Just relax, we’ll be there soon.”
She wasn’t buying that bit of nonsense, but decided not to comment. Several cars passed them on the highway. They were going much slower than the rest of traffic. Diana looked over at the speedometer. He was going the speed limit, but he could have pushed it a little.
“You want to pick up speed there, grandpa?”
He looked down at the speedometer than behind him in the rearview mirror. “I’m going within the speed limit.” He adjusted the mirrors, for the thousandth time during this trip.
“Yes,” agreeing with him. “But everyone’s passing us.”
“Look,” he said; his tone aggressive. Never taking his eyes from the road he continued. “I’m driving and therefore I get to decide how fast or slow the car goes.” He put his blinker on and changed lanes like a pro. He did speed up a little, Diana noticed. It was likely because he was mad. “Just stop nagging me, it’s distracting.”
They spent the next several minutes in silence. There is nothing worse than two angry people in a car together. It isn’t as if they can go to their separate rooms. They’re stuck inside a car, forced to endure each other’s company.
Diana reached inside her bag and took out the folklore book she had stolen from the library. She had every intention of bringing it back to the library, just as soon as she was finished reading it. Reading would take her mind off Alexander and his driving.
***
Underjordiske was a bar in the downtown area of Brevard, set among a number of other local clubs and eateries. It was just another local establishment; an after work bar; frequented by the occasional tourist who was intrigued by the Scandinavian motif and nautical looking architecture.
The owner of the bar was a real troll, both in actuality and in temperament. His father had helped lay down the oil rigs off the coast of Norway. However, it was well known that non-human creatures never saw a penny from profits of the oil companies. When Norway was occupied by the Germans, the family had moved themselves to the States. They had preferred to not be involved in the trivialities of human battle. Unfortunately for them, a few years later, the US was forced into the war anyway. The father had felt it his obligation to fight for his new homeland, even going against his family’s wishes. They had escaped the war, only to be dragged back into it. He died on the shores of Normandy, along with many other soldiers; the sandy beaches of Omaha the last they would see of this earth.
Alexander and Diana walked into the bar a little after 1:00 pm. The place was practically empty. A few loyal patrons sat on bar stools, hunched over their beers as if someone might come and snatch them out from under their noses.
The dwarf behind the counter nodded at them as they entered. His gray skin was less noticeable under the twilight atmosphere of the bar. As they entered his expression became guarded and hesitant as his gaze fell on Alexander. It was like he was watching a cop. He should know that Alexander wouldn’t hurt him, but he still looked upon him like someone he should be afraid of; someone he would guard his words around.
“What can I do for you two?” realizing that they were together. “It’s not every day that we get such special visitors.”
Alexander made his way to the bar, making quite an intimidating presence. Some of the other patrons looked up from their drinks to watch him as well.
Dwarves are not actually short like human dwarves. It’s still unclear why humans of short stature are labeled as dwarves. But even an average height dwarf would look short next to Alexander.
“I’m here to see the owner,” he answered, gruffly. Putting the flats of his hands on the bar, Alexander looked down at the dwarf. He was giving the bartender one of those ‘play me and I’ll cut your throat’ looks. It seemed to work on the creature. He had that look of awe and fear in his eyes that happens when being confronted by an angel.
“He’s in his office,” pointing to door in the back of the bar. “You can go on back if you want.”
“Thanks,” Alexander answered before moving back to where Diana stood by the front door.
Diana followed Alexander to the back of the bar, glancing once at the bartender to see his panicked expression, before turning back. The office door was made of reclaimed ship’s lumber. Alexander abstained from knocking and simply entered, unannounced into the owner’s office.
The troll didn’t appear to be surprised to have them enter into his private lair. He lounged comfortably behind his desk, watching television on a tiny 13’ screen.
He looked up at them as they entered, watching as they came to stand in front of his desk.
“I was wondering when they’d send out the dogs,” he said in a deep and booming voice.
The Norwegian leaned back in his chair, hands behind his massive head. He had to be seven feet if not more; hair included in that estimate. His ears stuck out from either side of his head like fleshy sails. His hair was a deeper red than Diana’s and shaped into an enormous afro. Afro’s looked ridiculous in the seventies; they look just as preposterous now.
Trolls can be attractive if they want to. It is usually as a means to lure unsuspecting humans back to their mountains where they force them to listen to their poor singing. Everyone loves music but trolls should stick to playing the radio.
The Norwegian, as he preferred to be called, pointed to the television screen. “What do you make of this Rachael Ray girl?” He loved watching the food channel. Humans made good food and he meant that both ways. “She’s great,” he continued without pause. “I think I could actually make the dishes she does on the show.”
He laughed at something Rachael said on the television. “I like her funny little sayings.” He smiled to himself as he watched her make a meal all the while conversing with the audience. “She has a great laugh. It’s real and not one of the fake high pitched ones you normally hear.”
Diana agreed with his assessment. She liked Rachael Ray too. She even owned one of her cook books, but had yet to try any of the recipes. “It’s a good show,” she told him.
He brought his focus to Diana. “Do you know if she is attached?”
Diana nodded. “Yeah, I think she is.”
“Oh,” he said, looking crestfallen.
“Anyway,” Alexander said, trying to bring the conversation to the topic at hand. “Could we have a few moments of your time?”
“Sure,” He took one arm from behind his head and motioned for them to sit in the little wooden chairs he had in front of his desk.
Diana found them hard and uncomfortable, not to mention that it made both her and Alexander look like children sitting in front of an imposing grown up. It wasn’t exactly the right position to encourage a measure of authority; not when it was difficult to even see over the desk in front of them.
“We’ve come to ask about the disappearance of your younger brother, he’s been gone about four months,” Alexander spoke with as much authority as his sitting position would allow. “Is that correct?” He made himself as tall as possible.
The troll nodded his head glumly. “Yes,” he answered. “That sounds about right.”
“Did you have a falling out with him?” Alexander continued. “Was there any reason to believe that he was involved with people he should not have been associating with?”
He laughed bitterly at Alexander’s first comment. “Of course,” he shook his large head. “We’re brothers and we fight all the time. I knocked him one good this time though,” emphasizing the statement by punching the air. “Then he was gone the next day.”
“Mr. ____” Diana waited for him to fill in the blank, expecting him to give her his real name. He didn’t. She continued. “What did you and your brother fight about?” She could see split seconds of the fight that had separated the brothers; snap shots of a heated conversation. She had a vague idea what the argument was about, but she wanted to see if the troll would lie. In trying to cover up, he would reveal more to the story.
He sighed. “The same fight we always have,” he answered soberly.
“And that is?” she encouraged.
“Why should we be subjected to the likes of him,” throwing his arm in Alexander’s direction, “and the rest of them up there?” He frowned and looked away as if seeing that day play out in his mind. “’They don’t care about us’, he said.” He continued, staring off into space. “’As far as their concerned we barely exist’.” He was quoting his brothers words.
He looked back at Diana. “I told him he was full of it and that the Creators cared about us just as much as the humans.” He made a grumbling noise in his throat. “He called me a kiss ass and I punched his lights out. The next day he had skipped town.” He looked to Alexander. “I didn’t report it because I figured he’d come back on his own eventually.” He looked down at the desk. “But he never came back. I know he’s gone for good this time.”
The Norwegian sat up in his chair, putting his hands on the flat of his desk. “It’s mutiny, what he’s talking about. Someone has Arne’s head so full of bullshit; he doesn’t know which end to crap out of.” He looked on the verge of a meltdown.
“I’m sorry your brother felt that way,” Diana tried to console. “We’ll do everything in our power to find your brother,” she looked over at Alexander for a moment before looking back. He merely nodded for her to continue, “I know this is difficult for you to deal with. There is nothing more painful than watching someone you love make the wrong choices in life. But I don’t think your brother is completely lost to the dark ones.”
She took a tissue out the side zipper on her back pack and handed it to him. He took it from her outstretched hand. His eyes had become suddenly moist.
He nodded his thanks at her and blew his nose like a fog horn. Wiping at his nose he looked over at her. “You’re pretty decent for a human,” he said, giving her a tremulous smile. “You involved with anybody special?” He looked at her closely. Men are always attracted to women who mother them. Comforting him had seemed to strike a chord in his matting instincts.
Before she could answer the man, Alexander interrupted.
“Thank you for your time.” He stood up. “We’ll be in touch if any information comes up concerning your brother.”
“He’s not a bad troll, just messed up.” He dabbed at his leaky eyes. His brother meant a lot to him. Just talking about him had brought the mountain of a man to tears. He had crumbled right before their eyes. “Just find him,” he said, quietly.
“We will,” Diana said, getting up from her chair. She briefly reached out and touched his hand with her finger tip. It was all she needed. The creature was not involved with Lucifer’s plans. He was innocent of his brother’s crimes.
Alexander escorted her out the office door, back into the bar. The few remaining patrons still hovered over their beers. The bartender made a swiping move over the counter, one that you usually see in any movie where there is a bar scene. Diana wondered why they did that; boredom or was the counter really that dirty.
“That was quick. I thought perhaps you would stay a bit longer back there. Is there anything else we can do for you two?” Per, the bartender asked as they emerged from the office. He seemed overly nervous around them, like he was waiting for something to happen. He was afraid of them, or more specifically, afraid of Alexander.
She walked up to the counter, Alexander following behind her. He became even more edgy as they approached him.
“Could I have a glass of water, please?” Diana asked. It was too early in the day to be drinking, even if she did drink.
“Sure,” he said, finding her a clean glass. He set the glass of water on the counter in front of her.
“Thanks,” she took a sip.
The dwarf watched Alexander, hesitant, as if he were afraid that at any moment he might attack. Diana understood that angels were overwhelming to behold but they were the good guys. He shouldn’t have been afraid of Alexander.
Diana sensed evil. Evil had touched this dwarf; she knew it. It wasn’t exactly a smell or visual image. It was more that she recognized it. Its molecular structure was as familiar to her as if her brain were prewired to decode its seemly intangible presence.
“Has anything strange happened at the bar lately?” Diana asked him as she sipped her glass of water. The dwarf looked at her, turning his focus to Alexander before turning it back on her.
“Tell me what happened,” she encouraged. He looked down at his hand wiping the clean counter.
“I don’t know what you mean,” he said, not looking up at her. It was a lie. Something evil had touched him and she wanted to know what had taken place in this bar. But Alexander’s presence was making him clam up.
“Alexander, could you go out to the car and get my iPod?” She turned to smile at him. He looked at her like she had lost her mind. “I need it.”
He looked down at her, confusion written all over his face. But he followed her instructions and went out to the car to retrieve her precious iPod. Alexander stared intently at the dwarf creature before he turned and walked out of the bar onto the sidewalk. Just as the door closed behind him, Diana turned back to the bartender.
“Okay,” she leaned forward over the counter. “He’s gone, so spill.”
The dwarf looked at her, still unsure whether to trust her. He looked around the bar as if afraid that someone might over hear them. “A couple of months back,” he began, “a woman came into the bar.” What a fascinating beginning to a story, Diana thought. It beats the heck out of ‘Once upon a time’ openers. “Well, she was one of them,” tilting his head in the direction Alexander had left from. So the mysterious woman was an angel, but that was an improbability. Angels were not evil. He must have been mistaken, she thought.
“Are you sure she was an angel?” she asked in disbelief.
He nodded, once again scanning the bar.
“She wanted to talk to the owner,” he whispered. “Just like you two did today. I don’t trust that one,” meaning Alexander. “He could be just like her.” He shivered, remembering that day, the chill of her near him. She had changed him somehow. “I told her the boss wasn’t in that day.” He paused, fidgeting with his bar rag.
“Did she touch you?” Diana whispered. Somehow the situation called for hushed words. “Did she try to hurt you?”
He nodded. He swallowed the lump in his throat. “She got mad,” he answered, his voice quivering. He rubbed the side of his neck.
“What did she try to do to you?”
“She bit me,” he answered, his voice almost too soft to hear. Diana could see the two tiny holes in his neck where the creature had bitten him, just like a vampire bite. She didn’t believe in vampires; undead humans walking around drinking people’s blood. It sounded really disgusting. But the question remained: Why was an angel biting the necks of earthen creatures? If this creature even was an angel; she doubted it. Angels were God’s messengers, sent out to oversee the world and to keep the peace. How was it possible that an angel could be tainted with evil? The dwarf had to be mistaken.
“Did you tell anyone?”
“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “She was one of their kind.” or so he claimed, “No one would believe me.”
It was true. Angels were the elite of this society. If one of the earthen creatures did anything wrong in the eyes of the Creators, they would throw the gauntlet at them. But if anyone accused an angel of misdeed it would be laughed at as improbably. Angel’s were beyond corruption, or so many assumed.
Alexander walked back into the bar at that moment, her iPod in his hand. He came to the counter and put her iPod down in front of her.
Diana sat there for several more minutes, sipping her water. She had turned her iPod on and sat there listening to her music collection. Alexander was no doubt suspicious of her, but he said nothing; sitting beside her at the bar. She couldn’t help but feel a sense of foreboding that somewhere along this journey she would be subjected to a damaging crush to her belief system.
They walked out of Underjordiske’s sometime later. The creatures inside that bar had been touched, not all directly, by the very evil’s that haunt this world. It was up to them to stop this from happening. With a new found determination, Diana got back into the luxury SUV, ready to go to their next destination.
Chapter 5-
Diana was hungry. Humans are at the disadvantage of having to eat every few hours or so. Humans eat to live; angels eat for the fun of it. After making a quick stop at one of the downtown eateries, they were back on the road to their next destination.
Pisgah National Forest lies just northwest of Asheville. Tourists to the North Carolina area use Asheville as their base camp. The five hundred thousand plus acres of protected land are known to most residents and visitors as ‘The Land of Waterfalls.”
Moderate hikers and nature enthusiasts come to Pisgah for the nature trails, camping and abundant fishing. But few realize that the forests, rivers, and mountains are home to more than the ordinary wildlife.
Nearly twenty four counties in North Carolina share their communities with National Forest land. Humans have been encroaching on the lands of the smafolk and underlings for centuries. Just as the American settlers pushed the Native Americans out of their territories; the humans have displaced entire preternatural communities to build theme parks and housing developments. Thankfully, there has been a recent trend in human culture to preserve the natural beauties of this world.
Parking their car in one of the campground parking lots, Diana unfolded a map of the park one of the volunteers had given them when they entered the area. It pinpointed several camping sites along with the location and names of some of the featured natural wonders. Humans had made trails and paved roadways so they could view the spectacular woodlands without getting lost or hurt. Unfortunately for them, the local residents they were tracking today didn’t need such modern conveniences to move about their communities. Which meant for them the map was only helpful to them up to a certain point. Beyond that it was going to be an off road excursion.
The campground parking lot was full. Minivans, recreational vehicles and trucks with trailer hitches, took up almost every available parking slot. Parked between a Dodge Caravan and an oversized Ford pick-up, Diana sat in the passenger seat and studied her map of the park.
“How exactly do we find these creatures?” she asked him, looking from the map to scan the area. Far off in the distance she could see people meandering through the trails. But Diana couldn’t imagine that the native inhabitants of this forest would be caught close to the humans.
“It’s not an exact science,” he responded with a slight smile on the edges of his mouth. The scientific community itself refused to acknowledge the field of Cryptozoology as a valid study of the natural world. Those in the field spent much of their efforts tracking and studying the creatures that to the rest of the scholastic world believed as pure myth.
The Preternatural Protection Agency, a not for profit organization, had set up a program a few centuries ago. For those in the know, it was used to help certify students in the field of Cryptozoology at several Universities across the States and in other countries. However, only a handful of the students in the program were human. The classes usually took place at night, or in underground buildings underneath the radar of most University faculty members.
“The best course of action is to go into the places they like to frequent most.” He took out a pair of sunglasses from a little compartment in the roof of the car. Opening the driver’s side door, he stepped out.
Following his lead, Diana got out of the car on her side, meeting up with him near the trunk. She shrugged on her back pack, the map clutched in one hand.
“Well,” she thought for a moment. “If I were a forest creature, I’d probably pick someplace secluded; someplace difficult for the humans to trail.”
He nodded his head in agreement.
“What about here,” pointing to a spot on the map. Alexander leaned over the map to see what she was pointing at. “Jackson Falls,” she told him. “It’s about one hundred and fifty feet of slippery rock. There’s a trail that takes you close to the falls, but I bet if we get off the trail here,” Moving her finger along the trail to a spot where it curved away from the falls. The forests inhabitants would likely stay close to the rivers and streams as most of them relied on the waters to sustain their existence. “We could climb around and maybe we could reach the Davidson River that feeds into the falls.”
“Sounds like a good plan.” Alexander put the sunglasses over his eyes.
“You know it would be much easier if these forest creatures just lived in condos.” Some of the creatures had assimilated into human like culture, but many of them refused to be brought into the twenty-first century.
“They’re used to the old ways,” he told her, as they began walking along the path to the gravel trail. “You know that saying, that you can’t teach an old dog a new trick, well you can’t expect a water sprite to live in a swimming pool. It’s unnatural to them.”
“No, I suppose you’re right,” she said, following him on the trail.
To the average, unobservant human, Alexander looked very much like any other human male; more attractive than most, but still seemingly normal looking. Diana had to admit he looked really good today. The dark sunglasses only exemplified the sexy mystic of his persona. He was the epitome of male attractiveness, but then so where those guys they put on of the cover of magazines; eye candy. But they weren’t worth investing more than an occasional drool over. Sexy men in fantasy and in real life end up being jerks or morons. Alexander was neither, but he still wasn’t worth falling for; not again.
The trail to the falls was a moderate uphill hike. Most people, in relatively good physical condition, can hike through most of Pisgah without much trouble. Nicely paved gravel trails and mile markers keep the humans from getting lost; though occasionally a human will go missing.
“I’m not so sure about this,” Diana admitted to Alexander as they were nearing a curve in the trail. “You know I could be wrong and we could end up falling into some moss covered cavern. Not to mention we could be fined if they catch us going off the trail.”
“Don’t worry,” he answered, keeping up a steady pace. “Nothing will happen to us. This was your idea and we will continue following it.”
Diana kept pace with him. He was likely walking slower for her benefit. “I guess there’s no other way to get to them.”
“Exactly,” he said.
It was a good, clear day for hiking; the sky was bright with only wispy clouds moving unhurriedly high above them. The air wasn’t overly humid either. However, by August the inland districts of North Carolina would turn into a hot house. That was one of the drawbacks of not living by the coast. Even in the Deep South, the coastal areas had the luxury of a cool waterfront breeze to calm the hot breath of summer.
A family from Texas was on the trail just off to the left of Diana; a couple with two elementary age children. They looked like the all American family; the kind you see advertised in theme park commercials. However, their personal lives were anything but G rated merriment.
The husband was cheating on the wife; the wife on the husband. It would be a perfect story line for any day time soap opera. They had both felt guilt over their infidelities and so had decided on taking a family vacation, believing that if they pretended everything was fine then it would be.
Some would call them sinners and they wouldn’t be wrong in their opinion. However, sinfulness is not an exact science. There is no exact formula to use to calculate sin. It is as relative and biased as ethics and morals. The ponderings of right and wrong, good and evil are beyond the capacity of most humans and creatures alike. They can set up a foundation of understanding, but the intricate nuances are only known by the Creators.
Diana tried to ignore the inner struggle of these human creatures in front of her. Their problems were not her own. Reaching into her pocket, she dug out her iPod and buds; plugging in as a means of escape.
The trail curved around another bend, with a steep hill off to the right. Diana stopped in front of the guard rails. With a little effort and the support of some of the surrounding trees, Diana thought she could manage the climb.
“This way,” she told him, moving to put her hands on the railing and looking up the slope. “If we go over this fence, I think there should be enough of a clearing on the other side to hike to the falls.”
“Okay,” he answered, hopping over the fence in one smooth motion. An Olympic hurdler couldn’t have done it better and he hadn’t even needed a running leap. Diana managed to climb over the fence, but much slower and not so gracefully.
It was a steep incline, more so than Diana had first thought when she had come up with this idea. By the time they reached the top she had to take a few moments to catch her breath. Much to her chagrin, Alexander was little affected by the climb. He wasn’t even slightly winded and here she was fanning herself with her shirt. It was just one more reminder of how different they really were and how two such creatures could never be together.
The trek through the woods was not as bad as she had earlier feared. And she had to congratulate herself on her own plan. It was beautiful and all together an exciting adventure to be moving through the forests, off the constructed trails, and just explore the wilderness unaffected by the outside human world.
The spring flowers were blooming full force this season. Diana’s father had been a florist and she had grown up knowing and recognizing the different flowers that grew abundantly in the area. Diana walked through, silently noting each flower There were white feathery phacelia, yellow and pink ladies, blue iris’s, painted trillium’s and rhododendron’s scattered throughout the park. The tall grass brushed against her legs, the smell and sounds of the forest comforting her; a natural symphony. It was easy to imagine this fairytale like forest was the home of very real fairytale like creatures.
Jackson Falls was fed by the Davidson River, which also fed many other falls in the area including the beautiful Looking Glass Falls. The rivers and streams gave life to the forest, sustaining the wildlife and providing a home for many of them.
All creatures liked to sunbath, even humans. So it wasn’t much of a shock to find three women sunbathing in the river on the surface of several large boulders. However, these women were not of the human persuasion. The three female nixes lounged on the boulders in their bikinis; laughing and talking between themselves. Men like to be active when they hang out together, but women prefer just lying about in the sun and having a good time talking. Female nixes talk about the exact same things as female humans.
The creatures took notice of Alexander and Diana as they cleared the woods and came close to the river’s edge. Each Nix was a varying shades in skin color; their complexions ranging from very fair to dark.
The darkest skinned one stood up from her boulder and called out to them.
“Have you come for a swim?” she asked them. With that she stood up and jumped off her boulder onto the water’s surface. Her feet never sank below the water line, but hovered just above it. Nixes were connected to the elements of water; manipulating it was just one of their tricks. Humans and nixes are not that far off from each other, genetically speaking. Diana had speculated that somewhere in genetic history, nixes and humans stemmed from a familiar ancestor; the mermaid, perhaps, who were the nixes cousin.
“Hello,” Diana greeted her as she came to the edge of the shore.
The creature returned her smile. “Hello there, human.” She focused her eyes on Alexander.
“Hello,” she breathed, enunciating each vowel; her eyes combing over his form. Her eyes revealed her interest in him. Forest creatures do not subscribe to the same moral codes as humans. Then again, most humans didn’t either. If they see something they want, they usually go after it; whatever or whomever that might be. “So,” she purred, having eyes only for Alexander now. “Are you going to get out of those clothes, and swim with us or what?” She made a little circular pattern on his chest.
Alexander was familiar with the nix creatures; the women were flirtatious as hell. They also liked to date outside of their own species. It seemed that the male nixes spent too much time fishing and not enough time wooing their females. Maybe if he acted friendly towards them, they would be more accommodating with information. Besides, the water looked cool and refreshing; he always enjoyed the water.
“Thank you for the invitation,” he looked to Diana before turning back to the nix; extracting her hand from his chest. He couldn’t help but notice how Diana had looked rather crossly at this creature touching him and he couldn’t help but find a bit of pleasure in that. “We’d like to join you.”
“Oh,” exclaimed the dark creature. In her preoccupation with the eye-catching angel she had completely forgot about the human creature. She turned to Diana, plastering a false smile on her lips. “Of course, you should both join us.”
“I think I’ll pass on the swimming,” Diana countered. Looking at Alexander she tried to make it clear with her look that he should also decline the invitation. They could just as easily find other creatures in this forest, ones that didn’t require her to go into the water, just to converse with them. Bringing her focus back on the creature in front of her, “I didn’t bring a suit with me.” And she wasn’t going to get her clothes wet.
“I have an extra one you can borrow,” she told her, running off in the woods before Diana could tell her no. She would do anything to get Alexander to come into the water with her. The nix was back within seconds of her departure holding what looked like a bikini in her hand; if that scrap of fabric could be called clothing at all.
“Here,” she said, literally throwing it at Diana. “I’ll go tell the girls,” she called back to them as she waded back into the water. “I’m Falle by the way. And those are my sisters, River and Streame,” she pointed to the two nixes in the water. To Alexander she spoke, “Join us whenever you’re ready.”
Diana looked down at the bits of fabric that someone had deemed appropriate to call a bathing suit. She preferred not to be an exhibitionist; a cute tankini was more her speed. Diana was pissed that Alexander was forcing her to put on this flimsy bit of cloth so he could fraternize with a couple of overly hormonal nixes. She knew what that creature had been thinking about Alexander, her very skin radiated a fire of pure passion for him. It irritated her; mostly that she even cared what the thing thought about to begin with.
“Are you really going to do a strip tease for these sprites?” she fumed.
“No,” he answered calmly, taking off his shirt. Sitting on a rock he bent down to untie his shoes. Looking up he gave her a cheeky smile, “I’ll wear boxers.”
“This isn’t going to turn into some weird orgy, is it?” She clutched the bikini close to her chest. The preternatural world wasn’t like the one she knew. Who knew what hedonistic activities they partook in? She didn’t want to find out.
“No,” he laughed. “Why, you in to that?” he teased.
“Of course no.” she said, outraged.
“Just put your suit on,” he commented as he pulled off his boots.
Diana went far enough into the woods that she hoped no one from the river could see her change. However, there were a lot of other forest creatures who could be hiding just beyond her sight that she couldn’t detect. Humans were the easiest to sense because she was around them the most. Other creatures she had varying levels of intuition about; angels being the hardest to read. Well, if the creatures wanted to be perverse and spy on her, so be it.
Putting her clothes in her back pack, she walked back to the river bank. She put the bag on a rock and gazed out into the river at the creatures in the water. Wearing a bikini and hiking boots, she felt both ridiculous and naked. She noticed Alexander had left his clothes and shoes lying neatly on a boulder next to her. He was out there, nearly naked with a trio of bikini clad nixes. It shouldn’t have made her jealous, but it did.
Taking her boots and putting them by her bag, she waded out into the river. It was colder than it should have been. Stopping about waist deep in the cool water, she watched Alexander smile at one of the creatures. The water seemed to raise a few degrees as her anger heated up her blood. If she got any angrier, she was certain to bring the water to a boil. Standing with her arms wrapped around her nearly naked self, she waited for them to take notice of her.
An eternity later, it seemed, they finally paused a moment from splashing each other to take notice of her.
“Ah,” the fairest nix exclaimed, “here she is. We were wondering what happened to you.” She waded through the water till she was standing in front of Diana. Her eyes were azure, the color appeared to move and sway as if pushed by some invisible wave. She smiled, showing tiny white teeth that shined like mother of pearls. “My names River,” she touched her chest. “Come and join us human.” The nix held out her hand and beckoned her to follow.
Diana followed her farther out into the open water. As a child she had been afraid of the water. Water seemed innocent enough, to drink and brush ones teeth with, but under the right circumstances, it could be deadly. Many other occurrences in this world acted just like the elements of water; it had the potential to heal or destroy.
Chapter 6-
“Alexander was just telling us the most wonderful story,” Falle, the darkest nix said as they approached. She was standing just off to his right. Diana took a position on Alexander’s left, the fairest nix, River, on her left. The other creature, Streame, stood just beyond them, almost out of the circle. She remained quiet, looking to each creature then turning her focus away.
“Did you really stop a Mara from giving nightmares to an entire village?” Falle cooed at him, stepping closer to his side. She was enthralled by him, and she flaunted herself in front of Alexander like Diana wasn’t even there.
“Yes,” he responded casually; brushing a damp lock of hair across his forehead. “I encouraged her to find a new outlet for her creativity.” The dreaded Mara was a feared creature who was said to sit on the chests of humans and give them nightmares. When the human awoke, she would paralyze them for a moment before finally getting off them.
“How?” she asked, captivated by him and his triumphant stories, “How did you get her to stop?” She was like an eager teenage girl.
“I told her to write her nightmares into words,” he answered the creature. “She writes science fiction thrillers now. They’re pretty good, actually.”
“Oh,” she cooed again. “You are so clever, Alexander.” She did a funny little move with her mouth; a kind of pout and moved her body into closer contact with his body.
“It’s not every day that we get such a handsome male creature such as yourself visiting us.” She rubbed herself against his right side. He wisely moved away from her.
Diana was extremely annoyed with the Nordic little hussy. Her outrageous and extremely foreword behavior was insulting. She knew Diana and Alexander had come here together. And even if she didn’t have a claim on him, per say, the tramp of a water sprite didn’t know that.
“Do you entertain a lot of male visitors in your forest?” Diana questioned her.
The dark skinned nix turned her focus on Diana, giving her a nasty sneer. She understood what Diana had implied with that question. And she didn’t appreciate the accusation. This human woman was making herself a nuisance.
“There was someone a couple of days ago,” The softly spoken words came from the fairest nix with the bright blue eyes. She spoke to Diana. “I remember a man coming into the forest, he was very handsome, but not as handsome as this one,” pointing to Alexander.
“Shut up,” the dark one interrupted, splashing water into her face. River looked at her sister with hurt confusion on her delicate face. Falle continued. “You’re such an idiot,” she hissed at her.
“What did you do that for?” she cried, wiping water from her face.
“Again,” she grumbled, splashing River again. “You’re stupid. So don’t talk about things you can’t possibly understand.”
“An angel came to visit you?” Diana asked the fair nix. She couldn’t see the creature clearly in her mind, but Diana could sense that this creature believed she had been visited by an angel.
“Yes,” River answered her. “It was an angel.”
The dark one threw up her hands, making a great splash that reached everyone in the group. Diana wiped the water off her face and glared at the enraged nix.
“She doesn’t know what she’s talking about,” Falle shrieked, turning the force of her ire on her sister. “The little fool,” she whispered. Wading through the water she stopped in front of her sister. Diana was not too far away from them both. It was obvious from the look on both of the creature’s faces that the dark one was the self appointed leader of the trio. Anyone who contradicted her paid dearly for it. The fair one quelled beneath the look the dark one was giving her.
“I’d like to hear more about this creature who visited you.” Diana spoke to the dark one, hoping to distract her from harming her sister in her anger.
Falle whipped her head around to face Diana. “It’s none of your business,” she hissed.
“Just the same,” Alexander’s deep voice spoke up from across them. “We’d very much like to hear what took place during this visit.” No angel had visited these creatures, he was sure of that.
She looked behind her at Alexander with a mixture of anger and fear. “It was nothing,” she said to him. “He just wanted to hear about the old stories, silly myths and folklore.” She tried to play it off. Alexander wasn’t buying.
The nix turned her focus to Diana, the venom back in her face and voice. “Stories you humans wouldn’t know anything about.”
“He wanted to know about the necklace of Amour,” the fair one spoke, looking at Diana with those striking eyes, smiling at her.
“I said shut up, you little nitwit,” her sister screeched in her face. River backed up a few paces, looking back at her sister.
“What is the necklace of Amour?” Diana asked the creature, not paying attention to the tangible rage of the dark nix.
“It’s a legendary necklace, said to be made from the seeds of the Tree of Knowledge,” River answered, her eyes shifting from her sister to Diana. Ignoring her sister’s glare she continued. “It is believed that another tree can be made from it.”
“Why would he want to know about this?” Diana glanced over at Alexander. He seemed unmoved by this story. She wondered if he knew about this necklace. And if he did, would he have told her about it?
“He said the necklace was real,” River continued, those rolling blue eyes widening with her words. “He said they would make a new tree and that we could be a part of helping to make a new world.” She seemed a little excited at the thought.
“A revolutionary,” Diana breathed. Was that what Lucifer was after? Did he want to create a new Tree of Knowledge in the hopes of taking over the world? She suspected that the creature that had visited was one of his demons masking himself as an angel. Was that even possible, she wondered?
“Yes,” the dark one hissed. She did that a lot. “We’re going to fix what you and your people did to us.” Diana assumed she was referring to the human population.
Diana frowned at that. “And what exactly is that,” she asked, snidely. The theory that all the world’s problems were stemmed from human interference was a narrow perspective on a much more complicated story. Humans were accountable, but their race alone did not cause the fall of the ancient kingdom.
Falle’s face reddened, her lips drawing together in a tight line. Diana was not deterred by this enraged creature. Instead she remained calm in the face of the creatures rage. “That bitch of a woman Eve pissed of the Creators and we all suffered for it,” she roared. Her eyes, swirled as their natural color swayed
“So your answer is to join an extremist like this creature. There is a reason why there is no longer a Tree of Knowledge.” Diana informed her, drawing herself up to her full height. “It’s dangerous and the Creators were right to destroy it.”
“You ignorant human,” she screamed, moving closer to Diana until she was only a few inches away from her. The nix was several inches taller than Diana, but Diana was not intimidated by her. She was a good twenty pounds heavier than the scrawny nix. The nix narrowed her eyes at Diana, “They didn’t destroy it to keep us safe, but to keep themselves on top,” she whispered evilly. “We’re less than animals to them. The Creators know that if Lucifer could re-create the Tree of Knowledge then their reign would be over. They would keep us down like dogs. But with the Dark Prince at the top again, we can reclaim what was stolen from us,” she said, raising her voice. “What you and your kind took from us.”
“What you’re talking about is blasphemous,” Diana said, a harsh bite in her voice. This creature was turning from the Creator’s because of something that happened so long ago. Their lives couldn’t have been so bad, yet they believed that mutiny was the answer to their dissatisfaction with their lot in life.
“It’s true,” she screamed.
Diana shook her head at the delusional creature. “If you believe that,” she said looking into the dark one’s eyes. They were as dark as the night sea. “Then your soul is truly damned.”
“You dare to damn me?” she spat out. “You are nothing but a weak little human.”
Diana could feel the dark ones soul boiling beneath her skin. It radiated from her like electricity. The essence of her soul was a swirling mass of bitterness and revenge. Diana’s soul was awakened by it; wanting to control it, to use its energy for itself.
“I damn you human and all your kind to a watery grave,” she cried out. Lunging forward, she pulled Diana and herself under the surface of the water.
Diana could hear shouting voices above the surface, but her ears were muffled by the water and she couldn’t discern what they were saying. The heavy pressure in her head was a pounding force that disorientated her for a few seconds.
The dark ones face loomed over Diana’s in the water, a sadistic smirk plastered over her face. Diana had an overwhelming feeling of dread. “This was it,” she thought. She had always been a little fearful of water. It was only logical that fate would cause it to be the means of her demise.
Then suddenly a strange shift in perception took place within Diana’s mind, as if she were switching from one side of the brain to the other. Feeling a newfound energy flow through her veins like liquid nitrogen, she felt a need to strike out; to expel this confined passion. Diana would not die today, she told herself. She would kill.
The smirk on the dark nixes face faltered then became a look of horror as if she were gazing upon the greatest evil ever created. Whatever she saw in Diana’s eyes scared the creature nearly to death. Perhaps if she gazed long enough, she would. Diana could feel its life force as she grabbed at the wrists that had once been pushing her down under the water.
Diana wanted to consume her soul, to combine its energy with her own. It was a heady feeling of endorphins to touch a soul. A euphoric feeling of power came over Diana. She had the power of life and death over this creature.
Diana found herself being pulled up from beneath the water’s surface. She gasped, sucking in air.
“Diana!” Alexander yelled, as he supported her weight above the water. She coughed up river water, choking and sucking in air at the same time. He held her close to his body, shaking her slightly to bring her back to herself.
“I’m so sorry,” the fair nix apologized. She was holding her sister’s limp body above the water. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was very short and fast. She was alive, but no one knew how she would fair.
Diana opened her eyes and tried to focus on the world. It seemed very far away right now. She felt cold; her own breathing was too fast. She looked up at Alexander. He stared down at her, concerned and beneath that she could almost see a hint of fear in those beautiful green eyes.
“Are you okay,” he whispered close to her face, bending forward. He wiped her hair off her face as she looked up at him with wide eyes; the color a dark blue as to almost appear black. He could feel her body in his arms; cold as the arctic wind.
She nodded, looking over at the unconscious nix then back up at him. “Please,” she whispered. “Take me out of the water.” She wasn’t sure she could make it to the bank without falling or passing out. She felt extremely dizzy and lightheaded.
What had only been a few seconds under water had felt like an eternity; an eternity in hell. Whatever had come over her under the cold depths of that river water had vanished from her mind like a very scary dream. She was awake now, but the memory of that dream would stay with her.
Alexander carried her to the bank of the river, carefully setting her down to sit on a boulder. She leaned forward over herself, pressing her face against the cool flesh of her bare thighs. Continuing to inhale and exhale the clean forest air, Diana tried to gain control of her body. Was it the near death experience that had caused her mind to snap? Those fight or flight phenomenon’s that comes over a body under extreme stress giving a person a strength they wouldn't likely possesses under normal circumstances. It likely encouraged that unnatural sensation of power.
Alexander knelt down in front of her in the dirt. He had never been this close to fear in his entire existence. The nix had attacked her so quickly he had been too sluggish to react in time.
They had disappeared under the water before he could call out to stop them. The nixes companions had tried to call her off, pulling at her back, but she was too strong. When he had managed to pull Diana out of the water he realized it had not been the nix’s strength holding them submerged under the dark depths of the river. Diana had been holding the creature, her hands a vice like grip over her wrists and hands. The nix had come up from beneath the surface unconscious; red welts lining her skin in the shape of fingers.
Alexander pulled her face up from her lap, holding her chin in his large hands; he watched her carefully. She watched his own expression with that careful and guarded look; expecting to find answers to unasked questions in the depths of his eyes.
Each tried to come to grips with what had just taken place in the river. Questions swirled in their heads.
When events take place that are outside the parameters of our understanding, one has the luxury of three options: You can rationalize it as something entirely different, try to justify what you already know to be true with the new phenomenon. Or you could pretend it never happened. Such unnatural occurrences can then be relegated to superstition or human phobias. Then there is the third option. This option is not based on logic or strategy, but on an intriguing phenomenon in of itself; faith. Trusting the wonder of uncertainty and hoping that eventually you’ll figure it out.
Alexander was dumbstruck at what he had just witnessed. How could this young woman be capable of something so demonic and evil? He had always known she was a unique and special human. Her ability to see into the very depths of another’s soul, to know and understand the complexities of them and to make judgment on them beyond the natural abilities of earthly creatures, she was a creature with untapped potential with gifts divined from the Creators themselves. But he had never contemplated the very real reality that with such gifts she could use them to wield the darker powers of the universe.
What she had done today went beyond her uncanny ability to read people. Her actions today were reminiscent of Lucifer himself; the ability to manipulate the soul; to touch it; to consume, or to destroy.
The Creators had bestowed the gift of control to the angels, who oversaw the earthen creatures, but Lucifer had been the first to use his talents to prey on them; exploiting his gift, he spent his long existence manipulating the hearts and minds of the creatures of earth. Lucifer was usually discreet, preying upon those that he felt deserved punishment. But his logic was twisted; the knowledge of evil had corrupted his soul beyond repair. His fall had coincided with the fall of the Garden of Eden. Alexander knew only of the dark creatures of evil that used the gift of control as a means to prey on the creatures of earth. The fact that Diana was capable of wielding this same talent unnerved him. But he shouldn’t have been surprised; she was capable of more than that. It was up to him to see that she was directed down the right path.
“Alexander,” she breathed, her wide blue eyes searching his own, “What are you thinking?”
“Nothing,” he murmured, removing his hand from her face. Taking her hand into his own, he looked down at it; making a pattern in the palm. That hand had never touched him with the intention to harm. She may push him away in anger, but she would never try to hurt him. He didn’t want to believe that she could be capable of harming anyone, let alone him. But he couldn’t deny the truth in front of his eyes. As good and pure as she was, there was a measure of evil lying just beneath the surface. It was her choice, which she would choose.
She was letting him touch her and she couldn’t deny how comforting he was right now. He was just staring at her hand as if he were trying to read her palm. But Diana knew something had changed. What could he possibly be thinking? Did he think that there was something wrong with her? She knew he had seen the unconscious nix; seen her wrists and had known what Diana had done, or almost done to her.
“Alexander,” She couldn’t stand this, she needed him to talk to her; tell her what she had done was wrong. Diana could lie to herself and say it had been self defense. The nix had tried to drown her. But she knew better; tampering with a soul was a worse crime than murder.
He didn’t look up, just continued to stare down at her hand within the warmth of his own. He didn’t speak; didn’t yell or condemn her. Alexander knelt in the dirt, his face cast down as if in prayer.
“Please,” she begged. “Please, say something.” She felt herself on the verge of tears.
He turned his solemn face up towards hers.
“I,” he paused. “I don’t know what to say.” He didn’t. He needed to think about this. She was like two halves of one whole; a contradiction within one human form. Alexander couldn’t find the words right now to explain that who she was, was more than a mere human woman.
Diana moved her other hand off her lap and touched his face. He closed his eyes as she stroked his warm cheek. “Tell me what you think of me,” she whispered to him.
“What?” he said, opening his eyes to focus on her expression?
“Tell me,” she commanded. Diana swallowed down a lump of emotion that had suddenly lodged itself in her throat. “What am I?”
He shook his head, “It’s complicated.”
“No.” she yelled. “It’s easy.” She stood up on unsteady legs; Alexander still kneeling in the dirt, looking up at her. His expression was unreadable, too many emotions flashed through his eyes for her to guess his mood. “I’m like them,” she shouted. “I’m like him.”
“No,” he roared. Alexander stood up, his body so close; looming over her. He took her shoulders into his hands and leaned down over her. Alexander looked into those pain filled eyes and felt a knowledge seep through his brain. She would never be like him. Diana would never be like Lucifer.
“You are nothing like him,” he spoke confidently.
“How can you lie to yourself,” she said, her voice quivering. She held her hands up, looking at them. They looked like normal human hands, but there was nothing normal about her. “I almost killed someone.” She looked up at him, her lip trembling but she didn’t try to control it. “I wanted it. I wanted that soul. I wanted,” she stopped. She was losing it; she was going to crumble at any minute. She looked down, ashamed.
“Diana,” Alexander turned her face to look up at him. “I admit,” he spoke soothingly, running a finger along the bones of her face, “It was a scary experience for you.” He ran his fingers along her cheek to wipe away a tear that escaped her eye. “But you will never be like them. I would not allow that to happen to you.”
He pulled her into his arms and he was momentarily surprised when she let him. Wrapping his arms around her back, he pulled her head flush with his chest, bending his own head over hers until his lips were close to her ear.
“You are not evil,” he breathed in her ear. “And there is nothing in this world that would make me believe otherwise.”
That simple confession broke her. She had harbored this secret for so long. Diana had spent her whole life trying to be a normal person, a good person, but she had thought that that life was not meant for her. The thought that her abilities were stemmed from evilness had frightened her. It made sense; evil could recognize its own kind. But Alexander believed otherwise. He had faith in her, more than she had in herself. He trusted her to be good and she could do no less than trust him. If even after what he saw, he could still find the goodness in her, then maybe there was hope.
Diana cried into Alexander’s chest, she couldn’t make herself stop. Once the tears began there was no letting up. Every pain and moment of despair leaked out of her eyes; a torrential downpour of years of suppressed feelings. He let her soak his warm chest with her cool tears, holding her as close to his body as possible.
“She’s going to be okay,” said a voice off to the side of them.
The third and up to now, silent partner in the trio stood a few feet away from them on the bank of the river. Streame pointed across the river to the other side where River was helping their sister out of the water. They quickly disappeared into the safety of the forest.
She turned her focus back to them. Diana wiped her face and pulled out of Alexander’s arms; he let her.
“I saw what you did,” she started, speaking to Diana, “You have the gifts of the Creators. I can see that.”
“She didn’t mean to hurt your sister,” Alexander spoke defensively.
“I know that,” she answered, flipping her brown locks over her shoulder. “She didn’t do it. She could have, but she didn’t.” Streame continued, her face appearing almost angelic. “I know a demon would have killed my sister, but not you. You could have taken her soul and yet you stopped.” However, Diana wasn’t sure if that was entirely true. Alexander had pulled her away from the nix, or so she believed. If not for his interference, she would have killed this creature’s sister.
Alexander looked down at the nix, a frown on his face. “Your sister should realize that I will be reporting what happened here today. Mutiny to the crown is punishable.”
“I will tell her,” she said, peaceably; nodding in agreement. “Though, I don’t think she really believes half the stuff she spouts out.” She sighed. “Sometimes it’s hard not to get discouraged. It’s easier to blame someone else than to look too closely at oneself.”
“You are very wise,” he said, stretching his hand out to her. She took it willingly, beaming up at him. “Thank you,” shaking her hand.
“You’re welcome,” she let go of his hand. “We are counting on you both,” she said, looking between Alexander and Diana. A strange light came and went behind her waving blue green eyes; an inner light, and then it was gone.
She turned then and ran across the top of the water until she reached the other side. Turning around, she waved to them. The next instant she was gone; swallowed up by the forest.
“I think we should head back,” Alexander spoke, reaching for his clothes. He wasn’t in the mood to question any more forest creatures today.
“I couldn’t agree more,” she whispered.
They looked at each other and they both knew in that moment that something had changed between them. They had a choice to make; to blame these emotions on a near death experience, ignore them completely or trust that what they felt was real and not allow their past mistakes go unlearned from.
“I’ll give you a few minutes to change.” He told her as he walked away from her.
Chapter 7-
The sky was a bright blue, white fluffy clouds’ pulled and stretched across the sky like cotton candy. The cool Atlantic coastal breeze cooled the air, bringing relief to a warm day. Miami Beach is a hot zone for sun worshipers. Trendy night life, high fashion shopping and a day spent in carefree tropical abandonment lure northerners out of their frost bitten states and into the hot decadent luxury only Southern Florida can provide for them.
Though the day may begin clear and unfettered by inclement weather, Floridian’s know that a storm will pop up eventually in the afternoon. Florida may be the sunshine state, but it has just as many rainy days as sun filled ones; the spring and summer months especially. But weather has not dissuaded the out of state visitor; for the lure of its sunny days is as alluring as the devil himself. Just as beautiful and deadly.
Lucifer stood in front of an expanse of glass windows, set from floor to ceiling for maximum viewing potential. He had a clear view of the Atlantic Ocean. It was calm now but in a few short months, when Hurricane season was in full force, the waters that visitors flocked to from all over the country to see would be a means to the destruction of everything they held dear; their world a landscape of battered, broken dreams and hopes.
Many people knew of Lucifer; a celebrity in his own right. His name was on the tongues of old and young alike. He was the poster child of evil and all that that entails. There is an intriguing quality to the idea of the devil. Many are fooled into the sweet decadence of evil because at first even evilness feels good. Unfortunately, by then it’s usually too late to change one’s mind when things turn south.
Though many knew of the devil, few truly knew the man behind the mask of evil. Lucifer was a recluse. However, he did enjoy himself. Miami was very entertaining, especially at night.
Standing in his Miami beachfront home, Lucifer spent the entire afternoon simply watching the ocean. The skies had just turned a mixture of pinks, oranges and grey when someone knocked on the master suite bedroom door. Without turning around he called for them to enter.
A man walked into the room; a demon, specifically. He was average height with dark skin and eyes. Few would have ever believed that at one time this creature had been an angel, though his appearance looked exactly the same. His fall, along with the others, had come when they had grown tired of the rules of the Creators and turned away from them. Lucifer gathered these fallen angels close to his dark heart and under his protection and servitude gave them the means to indulge in their chosen exploits.
“I’ve brought your suit, sir,” the demon spoke, quietly, afraid he had disturbed his master during his quiet contemplation hours.
“Yes,” Lucifer turned away from the windows. “Thank you, Yvan.” He extended his hand to the large canopy bed. “Place it on the bed, please.” Yvan was a military strategist with amazing gifts. He had on more than one occasion soundly beat Lucifer at the game of Risk.
The demon did as he was instructed, carefully laying the garment bag on the plush dark colored coverlet. He stood silently by the bed, his body stiff; a military stance. He watched Lucifer stroll across the bedroom toward him. His walk was fluid; his disposition seemingly calm. But only a fool would take their guard down around such a monster. Everything about Lucifer was an illusion. Still waters run deep, beneath that calm exterior lay a creature of immeasurable power and malevolence.
“I have news for you, sir,” the demon spoke as Lucifer drew near.
“News?” he questioned, his deep voice resonating within the large room. Raising one blonde eyebrow he looked down at the demon.
“Yes, sir,” he answered him; taking out his blackberry from the breast pocket of his suit. Lucifer expected nothing but well groomed perfection from his employees.
The demon scrolled through his messages and emails until he came across a particular message. “We’ve gotten word from Torrinth in Asheville.” He looked up from his phone to Lucifer’s face; it was unreadable. “It says that he has found the princess. She lives and is well.” He paused, waiting for Lucifer to respond to this information.
“I trust that Torrinth has brought her to Miami,” he said smoothly, not hint of emotion in his voice.
“Well,” the demon began. “He was not able to,” he made motions with his hands, trying to think of how best to phrase the bad news. “Well, she got away. We don’t know where she is right now.” He braced himself for the full force of the storm.
“I see,” Lucifer said, the illusion of calmness concealing his true feelings.
“We will find her, sir,” he said, trying to keep Lucifer’s anger at bay. “As we speak, we are tracking her down.”
“See that you do,” Lucifer commanded in a smooth voice. He walked back to face the expanse of windows and the ocean outside.
“Yes, of course.” He backed out of the room like he was departing royalty.
“Oh,” Lucifer interrupted his departure, stopping the demon with one quiet utterance. Without looking behind him, he spoke. “Keep in mind that my tolerance for disappointment is low. Should things go wrong,” the last word uttered in a deep and singularly evil voice, “I cannot be held accountable for what happens.” Still looking out the window, he raised his hand making a gesture of departure for the demon creature.
The demon needed no further encouragement; he backed out of the room closing the door softly in his wake. Lucifer was left alone in his bedroom, the fading light of another Miami night painting the room in dusky colors. Lucifer would go out this night as he did every night.
He ran his fingers through his shoulder length blonde hair. The lights in the bedroom turned up to bring the room into a bright glow, contrasting the darkness outside. The house had been equipped with the latest technologies on the market; both preternatural and human.
Music was piped through speakers set throughout the house. Lucifer loved music; it was one of his greatest pleasures. In his opinion, music was one of the only good things the Creators had ever created; everything else they had made had turned to shit; including him.
He usually kept his iPod on shuffle; it was more fun that way. However, the unexpected chords of an ex-boy band group caught him off guard. He didn’t remember putting that song in his library. Only braced faced teenage girls listened to this bubble gum boy band bullshit. Damn them for making him both like and hate this song.
The lyrics of the melodramatic song conjured images and feelings within him that Lucifer would have rather kept suppressed. The song described a love lost and the regret and anguish of living everyday without it. God, those words hit too close to home. The band would pay dearly for this.
Even as he thought about the murder of five ex-boy band members, he found himself singing along. Alone in his room he broke out in song. He was an exceptional singer and all around musician and could rival some of best singers, even on a bad day.
Jumping on the bed, in a highly dramatic fashion, he threw out his arms, looking up at the high ceilings of his bedroom and sang to the heavens wishing that his voice could carry to the ears of just one person.
He clutched his chest; that pain that he kept under lock and key was about to burst free; a torrential downpour of suppressed grief. The pressure on his heart was too great, he fell to his knees on the dark coverlet of his king sized canopy bed.
She was gone and nothing could bring her back. Those insightful bastards were right, he thought bitterly. She had been a beauty, a rare gem amongst rocks. Other women may have eclipsed her in physical beauty, but none could hold a candle to the beauty of her inner self.
Eve had been out of his life for more centuries than he cared to think about. Their short time in the Garden had been brief but wonderful. Lucifer tried to remember the Garden as it had once been before the fall. The creatures of the earth had lived harmoniously with each other; a contradiction to how they behaved now. Eve had been amongst the creatures known as humans. The humans had been made in the likeness of the Creators, but they were no different than the other creatures. Except for Eve, there had been something about her that had drawn him in.
Others had been afraid of him, even back then. But not her; she had only seen the good in him and she had paid dearly for that mistake.
Lucifer shook himself mentally. There was no point in reliving memories he had no hope in changing. She was gone, but he remained. He devoted his every waking moment of existence exacting his revenge on those who had wronged him.
Miami was a community, rich in beauty and culture, but amongst the vacationers, local residents and the occasional celebrity were the creatures of the damned. One might think that Los Angles is their playground but it’s not. Los Angeles is great for the special visits; especially during the award ceremonies. Lucifer always made it a point to be present at the theatrical awards; he had a seat right next to Jack Nickelson; the man was one scary creature, even by Lucifer’s standards. But there is no adventure in that city; souls don’t grow right in that kind of environment.
New night spots popped up in Miami as quickly as changing fashions. The new clubs were no better than their predecessors; they were just shiny and new. The thrill of being among the first through her doors brought out the masses that were willing to stand in long lines just so they could say they had been there; drinking over priced swill water and getting shoved into an overcrowded and noisy room full of other people who were suckered into the same scam. It was great, and no one did it better than Miami.
The line outside of The Gates was long; wrapping its tail around the end of the building. The neon logo on the side of the three story building featured a set of gates that changed colors from gold to red and back to gold again. The sign indicated that within these walls lay both heaven and hell; it was your preference which kind of evening you wanted. Most patrons chose the latter, but then again hell is enticingly sexy to the uninitiated.
The club was owned by a private investor who had a number of other businesses in the area and across the country. Lucifer liked to dabble in the market, putting his hand on several international deals as well. It was speculated by many that he was on friendly terms with the people of a large superstore chain and a food franchise, though nothing could be confirmed.
Lucifer walked past the front line to where the muscular bouncer stood outside next to his podium where a large black book lay open. If you were not in the book, your ass had to wait in line. He nodded at Lucifer as he approached. Several people waiting in line commented to each other on how unfair it was that some people could do whatever they wanted just because more than a handful of people knew their name.
“How’s it going Peter?” Lucifer said as he approached the bouncer.
“Busy, but good,” he answered, opening the golden gate that served as the velvet rope for the club. Peter had worked for Lucifer since he had been a teenager. He had grown up poor and hopeless until Lucifer had given him employment. He was a wealthy man now and didn’t care if he had to work for the devil himself to get where he was today.
Lucifer sauntered into the club, the double glass doors opening swiftly for him as he approached. The place was indeed full to capacity. Electronic dance music filled the dark interior, the volume set to near deafness level.
The middle of the room was occupied by a large platform raised six and half feet above the ground floor. The perimeter of the room was filled with booths and tables, a bar on each side; one heavenly and the other hellish. Leading up to the dancing area were sets of golden stairs with red neon track lights, leading dancers to the top where both heaven and hell could mingle together.
The disk jockey was housed on the third floor where he could observe the dancers and adjust the lighting accordingly. The second floor was for loyal patrons and special guests only. The first floor could be observed from looking decks on each of the above floors.
Lucifer took a second set of golden stairs to the above floor. There he could be amongst his guests without suffering their close proximity. The second floor was never as crowded as the first. The couches and chairs on this floor were set in conversational nooks; many were already filled with loyal guests. As he passed them, they all stopped talking and looked up at him; many with awe or wonder; some of them with lust. He took little notice of them, continuing forward to the nook in the back of the room; his special seating area.
Two demons sat upon a short red Victorian love seat. The female demon, Katarina, sat with her legs crossed and one arm slung over the back of the couch. The male demon beside her, Rand, sat with his legs stretched out in front of him, his face looking off to the right; staring at an invisible world; all his own.
Katarina was the one to notice Lucifer as he approached them. She smiled, showing tiny points in her teeth; vampire teeth. Though she was not an actual vampire her behavior was that of the legendary creature, preying on the creatures of the world; just for kicks. The teeth were a cosmetic enhancement that she felt made her exploits more entertaining. Everyone loves a vampire.
“Hello, Lucifer,” she purred, brushing her fingers through her bright red hair; vampire red, as it had read on the jar.
Lucifer sat down in a matching chaise and nodded a greeting. The music had changed to another song, high above the lights coordinated to the lyrics.
“Are you enjoying yourself?” she asked, watching him adjust his position on the red chaise. The floor of the second story was a two way mirror. Lucifer enjoyed being able to observe his guests, doing so discreetly as those on the first floor knew nothing of the floor above.
“The question is,” Lucifer began in his deep, silky voice. “Have you been enjoying yourself Katarina?” He reached out a hand and ran it along her bare arm.
She shuddered from the electrical shock brought on by his casual touch. Other men paled in comparison. He may look like a boy in his mid-twenties; with the face of a fair haired angel, but beyond that beautiful façade lay the cold calculating soul of a monster; a rare and dangerous beast. It was every woman’s deepest and darkest fantasy to touch that inner beast, even at the expense of their own life. The lure of Lucifer went beyond the rational thought; it was a primitive craving that few could ignore.
“You’ve only just arrived,” she said, smiling up at him breathlessly, “The party never truly starts until our dark prince graces us with his presence.” She leaned forward, the cleavage of her dress dipping with the movement; it was a deep red and barely covered her petite form.
“So I’ve heard,” he answered casually, looking down on the dance floor below him. Several dancers were sporting large wings, like angels, on their backs. Others had attached devil horns to their heads.
The club sold these items to the patrons as a novelty to the clubs name. If people were willing to shell out money for plastic wings and horns, so be it.
Lucifer had resigned himself many centuries ago to the farfetched and unflattering caricature of himself as a horned goat like creature. Humans believed that animals were soulless or demonic creatures. Unbeknownst to most humans, his visage looked very much like their own. Humans should reconsider who is more demonic like.
“Is it true that the princess lives?” Katarina asked him anxiously, bringing his attention back to her. “Will she join us?”
Lucifer looked into her eager red eyes; contacts. They had found the princess after all these years. She was the last surviving human of direct decent to the legendary Eve. Her blood flowed in the veins of this human and he would have her.
“Yes,” he answered.
“Ah,” she sighed. “That gives me goose bumps.” Apparently her lack of clothing had nothing to do with that. “With her at our disposal, we can return to our former glory and you,” she gave him an evil smirk, “shall be on top again.”
“Do not be too hasty,” the demon, Rand, spoke up from his seat next to her. Looking at both of them he continued. “She could just as easily turn against us.” He raised his eyebrows at Lucifer. “Let us not forget that man they called Jesus,” he said pointedly.
They all took a moment to stare off into space. Jesus had been a more than exceptional human. With the gifts of the Creators he had established himself as their champion. He had died in their honor and as an example to the rest of the creatures of earth. The humans had established a faith in his name and used him as their example to follow down the path of righteousness.
“The self-sacrificing bastard,” Lucifer thought. He had rejected Lucifer’s invitation to join him; rejected it most publicly.
“That fool thought he could save the world,” Katarina commented to the group, bringing them out of their own reveries. “And what did they do to him?” She looked back and forth between the two men. “They crucified him like a common ordinary criminal.”
She shook her head in frustration. “He could have had it all and instead he ended up with nothing.”
“I wouldn’t call it nothing,” Rand contradicted. “They made a new religion and the human creatures call him the son of God.” He laughed. “Sounds like a pretty substantial legacy.”
“Oh, please,” she expelled with a scrunched face. “The son of the Creators, what absurdity; he was human through and through.”
“He was not an ordinary human, you know that,” he told her. Rand crossed one leg over the other and put one hand on his knee, prepared to give a little history lesson.
“In the beginning the Creators made the earth and the creatures on it. We all lived within a singular community known as the Garden of Eden.”
Katarina rolled her eyes, making a sigh of annoyance. Rand loved to tell stories about the old days. She had not been born during the ancient times so she could care less what the old coot had to say.
Rand ignored her and continued.
“The community lived for many generations and the creatures flourished. But as happens in most civilizations, discord between races ensued and the humans in particular wanted to be on top. The woman Eve was convinced that by eating from the Tree of Knowledge, she and the other humans could reign superior over the other creatures. In their anger the Creators cast them all out into the rest of the world.”
He held up his hand to enunciate an important part of the story. “But the effect of ingesting that one piece of fruit caused a molecular change in Eve and the offspring of her and her mate, Adam. Generations later the residual effects of that fruit created a man with the capabilities of the Creators. Jesus was more than a simple man. Even if he wasn’t their actual son, it does not diminish the impact on humanity and all of earth’s creatures.
“Thank you, Mr. Wizard,” she said sarcastically, clapping her hands in mock enthusiasm.
He frowned over at her. “Mr. Wizard is a scientist, not a historian,” Rand corrected.
“Whatever,” she sighed, waving her hand at him. “Just because he was a goody two shoes, doesn’t mean she’ll be the same way.”
Lucifer watched them argue. Rand’s story had been good if only slightly inaccurate. It was still a good retelling of past events.
“And where were you during all of this Lucifer?” Katarina ask him, finished arguing with Rand she leaned towards him again.
“Me?”He asked in mock surprise.
She nodded; most interested to hear where he fit into all of this.
Lucifer cleared his throat and spoke reverently, “I told Eve to eat the fruit, thus causing the fall of one of the greatest civilizations ever built.” He and Rand exchanged a knowing look that was lost on Katarina.
“You are truly one in a million,” she said, ogling him with her eyes. Getting up from her seat, she went to sit in his lap, swaying her hips suggestively as she glided over to him.
He allowed her free use of his lap.
“Excuse me, sir” said a thickly accented voice to their left. “I’m sorry to interrupt your evening, but we have word about the princess.” Arne waited for Lucifer to take notice of him.
Lucifer took a moment from fondling the little demon on his lap to look up at the man. He was tall, taller than Lucifer who came just under six foot seven. This man was well over seven feet. The troll had come into his employment several months ago. He had been spending his time indulging himself within the Garden, but now playtime was over and time was ripe for a revolution.
Katarina played with strands of Lucifer’s hair. It was soft as down and smelled like flowers. It wasn’t his shampoo, but his natural smell.
“Yes?” Lucifer said, impatiently.
“We have heard from some creature in North Carolina that the princess has been spotted.”
This was old news. “I’m aware of that.”
The troll cleared his throat, still a little nervous around the one everyone called the dark prince. “Well,” he paused, shuffling his large feet on the floor. “She wasn’t alone. She has herself a guardian angel. She called him Alexander but we don’t know any more about him than that.”
“Do you know this Alexander, Rand?” Katarina looked questioningly at him.
He thought for moment; stroking his chin for a minute. “He’s new, just got his wings you might say.”
“Will he be a problem?” Lucifer asked him.
“I can’t say,” he answered honestly. “But the young ones are easily persuaded.” That wasn’t necessarily true, but he thought it best not to put that thought into Lucifer’s mind until it was necessary.
“Find out more about this angel, Rand.” Lucifer commanded. He stroked the female demons scantily clad thigh, “I wish to know his every weakness.”
“Of course, sir,” Rand said with a subtle nod. He would do anything for his dark prince.
Lucifer looked back at the troll. “Thank you for this bit of information.” He gestured with his hand. “You may go now.” The troll quickly departed.
“What are you going to do?” Katarina stroked his hair lovingly. She had come under the lure of Lucifer’s dark wings some eight hundred years ago. Before that she had overseen the creatures of Greece and Turkey.
Her story was like most of the other fallen angels. Power and disenchantment lead to corruption even in the most pious of individuals. The Creators had given the angels a gift of control, a tool to be used to closely observe the creatures of earth. They had the authority to exact judgment on those they found breaking the laws of the Creators.
However, overzealous angels found the pleasure of punishment too tempting to resist. Demons were said to be soul sucking, but the actual process was more complicated than most understood.
Each soul was a single fragment of the energies of the cosmos. A creature must die before the body will relinquish hold over it. The body and soul work together to sustain itself, each needing its own form of fuel. Souls are rather durable and even the weakest and most fragile can withstand some of the harshest pressures of the universe. Only those with the knowledge of control can impart enough damage to destroy a soul.
The euphoric feeling of pleasure that happens when one connects to another’s soul is only amplified further when a soul is forcibly extracted from its host’s body. The feeling of power surrounds the predator like a rare and sweet drug.
Traditionally, the soul was extracted and sent to its intended destination, but the thrill of enacting control drove some angels to ingest the soul. The angel then breaks down the soul into its most basic components, rejecting the waste back into the universe. A soul cannot endure this treatment and what is left of the soul is left to wander as a wispy vapor of its former self. An even worse existence is to return the fragments back into the host body, before the body dies. The creature is left enduring a broken life, a half life. A zombie like creature with no will to live. The creature can sometimes exist in this state, but most waste away or commit the crime of suicide.
Katarina and her predecessors before her liked to believe that their actions were divine right. In their twisted minds they damned creatures of this earth under the guise of justice; a means to justify their sick perversions. Lucifer welcomed these renegade angels with the promise of security. Lucifer loved a junkie; they could be easily managed; willing to do practically anything for another hit.
“We will continue as planned,” Lucifer answered, stroking her red lipstick mouth. “The princess will be returned to us.”
“And if she refuses our offer?” Rand asked, adjusting his perfectly straight tie.
Lucifer scanned the room, all of them had a price; it was just a matter of finding out what it was. The princess would join with him. She could not deny her heritage. He would give her the world, if only she’d ask.
“If she refuses,” Lucifer drew his brows together, “we will merely adjust her perception of things.” Lucifer would go to great lengths to make her see that her place was with him. Her fate had been written long before her birth. He would make sure she chose the right path.
“And what will you do with this angel?” Katarina asked him. Looking over at Rand questioningly, “What was his name?”
“Alexander,” Rand answered, rolling his eyes at her simple mind.
“Yes,” she said, looking back at Lucifer for his answer.
“He will either join us,” Lucifer made a motion with his hand, “Or I will take care of him,” he paused to smile cruelly, “personally.”
Chapter 8-
The walk back to the car was quiet; not only the forest, but the two creatures who trekked through it. The return journey seemed to pass quickly for Diana; her mind was so preoccupied with her own thoughts that it was a surprise to find that they were back at the fence where the gravel trail led back to the parking lot.
An older couple looked at them peculiarly as they climbed over the fence back on to the trail. They wondered what the two of them had been doing going off the trail and into the woods. The woman thought them both reckless children; likely going off to fool around in the confines of the shady trees. Diana couldn’t care less what the nosey fools thought.
Alexander took the lead, bringing the pace up to a brisk speed walk. Diana managed to keep up. There was much to discuss, but not out in the open here. The creatures of the damned were well connected with more coverage than one of those Verizon commercials.
Diana had left the scantly pieced bikini on the ground near a tree. The nix could find it if she wanted to, or not. She probably had a hundred pairs of them, so one less shouldn’t diminish her wardrobe. She had put her clothes on quickly behind the coverage of a nearby bush. Then she’d quickly returned to the water’s edge where Alexander stood, fully clothed again, staring off into the water.
At first his brain was too far gone, so focused on inner contemplation; he didn’t notice her approach. When she called his name, his entire body stiffened for a brief second before relaxing. He turned to look at her, giving her a pensive look.
Diana didn’t comment when Alexander went around to the driver’s side of their car getting behind the wheel. All that seemed like petty adolescent drama when matched up to the most recent events of the day. She still wanted to drive the amazing preternatural vehicle, but more than anything she wanted answers to questions that had, up until now, been put on the back burner of her consciousness.
Alexander turned the ignition just as Diana closed her door. He watched her put her seat belt on and stuff the back pack under her legs. She looked over at him with those wide innocent blue eyes. Her dark auburn hair was almost completely dry and it had started to curl most becomingly around her face. She looked exactly like the image of an angel that most people conjured up, hauntingly beautiful; tangible yet something about her made you feel inadequate and far too inferior to reach out and touch. What cost would he pay for wanting to keep her? The greatest temptations of the world had been like her, and those who had sought to possess them for themselves had unknowingly wrought destruction; not only for themselves, but for every unsuspecting innocent within radius.
“I’m kind of tired,” she sighed. “Do you think we can call it a day?”
He nodded, backing out of the lot.
Driving around to the north side of the park, just off the Blue Ridge Parkway, they found a camping site meant for tents only; those campers who preferred roughing it. Their SUV had been provisioned with an average sized tent and two sleeping bags. The Leprechaun had enough foresight to include a lantern and a few MRE’s.
They found a secluded spot, just on the perimeter of the campsite; far enough away from other campers, yet still within easy reach of the car. Alexander set up the tent while Diana read from the instruction booklet. The process went pretty smoothly, with only a few heated words and phrases. Once the tent was put up, the right way, they made their way to a nearby picnic table to eat their packaged meals.
“Here we are,” she said, pointing down at the table in front of her. Once again they had found themselves sitting across from the other at a picnic table. “Is this ominous or something?”
He didn’t comment.
“Do you want one of these MRE’s?” She held one of the brown packages up for his inspection. “They’re good, actually.” She put in down in front of him.
Alexander looked down skeptically at the plastic bag of food. It didn’t look very appetizing to him. The prepackaged food bags were used for military personal when they were out in the field, but it was also used by the FEMA group to alleviate the hunger for those affected by natural catastrophes. He pulled open the tab, following the instructions on the back. Diana handed him one of her bottles of water.
He watched her pour a small amount of the water into the bag, resealing it and holding it by the top corners. He followed her example.
“Don’t touch too much of the bag,” she instructed, “It gets really hot.”
He held the tips of the corners, just like her, watching the bag as the water caused a chemical reaction inside. Within a few minutes the food was piping hot. “Humans could be rather ingenious creatures”, he thought.
They ate in silence; the birds and other wildlife of the forest, a musical background to their meal. Diana hadn’t gone camping in years. She had almost forgotten how peaceful it could be with the natural wonders of the world surrounding her. Rather than trying to keep nature as far away as possible from everyday human existence, it felt right to be in communion with it. In climate controlled pest free, concrete and asphalt worlds the reality of the natural world was relegated to pictures and images on a screen.
The afternoon crept silently into the early hours of evening; clouds sailed past in unhurried swirls, oblivious to the temperaments of time. The campground was turned into a shadow world where under each brush and plant hid the creatures of the night, both known and unknown to the world.
Diana felt compelled to speak first. Whether it was safe or not to speak freely, with the forest’s ears so close to them; it was not enough of a threat to keep her silent much longer.
“Have you ever seen,” she scrunched her face in consternation, “Do you know what it is called,” she paused as if think of the right words, “The thing I did today,” wiggling her fingers in front of him, “What is it?”
Alexander took his time to think about that seemingly innocent question when the truth was far from innocent. “It is a gift of control bestowed upon the angels to enact judgment on the creatures of earth. Originally it was a means to act in the best interests and on the behalf of the Creators.”
“Originally?” she asked, confused.
“Yes,” he explained, “but some took into account their own desires and so became renegades.”
“I see,” she said solemnly, taking this information seriously. The creatures of the damned were the renegades he spoke of; the creatures who had turned away from the Creators. “You mean the fallen ones.”
He nodded. “Lucifer and his minions prey upon the creatures of earth with the gifts of the Creators fueling their sick and twisted escapades.”
Diana thought about how this reflected on her. The gifts of the Creators fueling the ambitions of the greatest evil ever to walk the face of the earth, and she could wield this gift just as easily as he. It was a sobering thought, the fact that she had knowledge of such evil.
“How do I fit into all of this?” she asked him. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.
“You, Diana,” he spoke earnestly, giving her a brief smile, but there was a strange shadow behind his eyes. “You are the single known exception to the human world.”
“What,” she spoke in concern, “I’m a freak of nature?” Could she be a creature of the damned and she didn’t know it?
He frowned, shaking his head in denial. “No, I would call it special or unique.”
She drew her lips in a frown, “So, I’m a unique abomination of nature.”
“Diana,” he interrupted her rant. “You are the last known direct descendant of Eve.” He waited a few minutes for her to absorb this startling information. He had never brought up her heritage before and the realization that she was a direct descendant of the legendary creature; the cursed one.
“I’m a descendent of the woman who single handedly destroyed one of the greatest civilizations ever built.” She spoke the truth aloud, but it was still more than unbelievable; it was the stuff of fantasy and myth. She couldn’t be her ancestor. “Why don’t you tell me I’m also related to Joan of Arc too?” A woman who believed she could hear the voice of God.
Alexander looked away, not answering.
“Are you serious?” She was more than shocked, she was flabbergasted. How could this be possible and why was it only now that she was finding out about it? “I’m sorry,” she said, her brain was just sputtering; the connections still weren’t coming together. “What does my genealogy have to do with these hands of death?”
“Everything,” he spoke reverently. “You have the gifts of the Creators because when Eve ingested the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge, she gained the knowledge of the Creators themselves.”
“How long have you known about this?” she asked him, feeling annoyed that he had kept this secret from her for so long.
“I have known who you are since the moment of your birth,” he spoke quietly, his face looking into hers, his eyes earnest. “I was sent to protect you; a divinely inspired being.”
“Okay,” she spoke slowly, “And when was I going to learn about this? When I was too old and decrepit to care? Would that have been an appropriate moment?” She was spurred forward by the heated beginnings of rage. “Oh, I know,” she bit out. “Maybe you could have told me once I was committed to the insane asylum. I’m sure if you had held out a few more years I would be locked up in one of their padded rooms, combing my hair with a tooth brush.”
“Diana,” he spoke, soothingly, trying to dissuade her from having an emotional meltdown. “Who your ancestors are does not make the person I see before me.” Reaching across the table he took her hands into his own. “We did not tell you because life is difficult enough without being the heir to such a divine calling.” He stroked the back of her hand. “When the time was right you would have found your calling.”
“My calling?” she repeated his words. There was a vague sense of complete understanding in the far reaches of her mind. She had been born an ordinary human, lived a life of predictability, a life no better or worse than many others. But in the deepest recesses of her soul, she felt incomplete. Something was calling to it to do something; make a choice that would affect not only the outcome of her own life, but the lives of many others.
“You are meant to change the world,” he said ominously.
“How?” she whispered, looking up at him.
“I don’t know,” he answered truthfully.
“What do you mean you don’t know?” How could he make such life altering statements and still be so darn vague. That always seemed the way the Creators worked; they were a mystery even to those most closest to them.”
“Free will,” he answered simply. “The Creators give all of earth’s creatures the right to choose their path.”
“What about Fate?” she interjected.
“Fate puts the choice in front of you. It is you and your actions that dictate the end result.”
“This is very confusing.” Diana had taken a psychology course in college. The concept of free will was a highly debated topic. Many of the students had come to the conclusion that free will was impossible, that the environment and the restraints of human conditioning took away any objective perspective of choice. Our actions are compelled by either an exterior or interior force and ultimately free will is an illusion.
Diana had never come to a definitive answer, but she couldn’t completely dismiss the idea of free will. People have a habit of laying blame for their own actions on the basis that it had been out of their control. She was under the theory that though certain outside forces do play a major part in the condition of most lives, a choice had to be made; something within the person had decided which destiny to follow.
She wanted to make the right choice, but unlike in fiction stories, the choices were never easily decided. The right choice, the wrong choice was obscured by uncertainty and doubt. Whichever choice one made, nothing ever came out perfect.
“What should I do?” She looked down at her hands clasped within his. For once, she didn’t want to pull away from him. What was wrong with her? She should hate him for keeping this secret, but she couldn’t.
“Again,” he continued rubbing the back of her hands. “I can’t answer that.”
“I don’t want to hurt people,” she said with conviction, hoping he believed her.
“I know,” he reassured her. “You didn’t realize what you could do and you were compromised by being attacked.”
Diana looked down at her hands, ashamed. “I knew I could do it. I knew I could hurt her.” She looked up into his concerned eyes. “I’ve never done it before, but I knew what to do.”
“How long did you know you were capable of wielding this gift?” he asked, his deep voice resonating throughout the forest.
“Some time, I think,” she answered, a hint of trepidation in her voice. She tried to think back. How had she known what she was capable of? It was like a programming chip had been inserted into her brain. She had simply opened the file and there it was. “What have the others before me been like? Were they good or bad people?”
“It doesn’t matter,” he informed her. “You are not confined by them and their choices. They are the past and you are the future.”
Diana felt the dark threads of doubt and fear pull at her soul. She had been happy being a normal person, well not completely, but it had its comforts and predictability. It was a tall order to be asked to turn oneself into a prophet; if that was indeed what she was meant to be.
“I don’t want to be afraid,” Diana spoke wearily. She looked to the sky, as if someone would post an instructional guide to life up there.
The night sky was clear with very little cloud coverage; the moon showing high and full in the space above them. The sun is so blindingly oppressive; the moon in comparison is soft and subtle in her beauty. She does no boast her impressive self upon the world, but instead gleams down her radiance to those who wish to gaze at her loveliness.
Diana continued; looking up into the atmosphere above, “For so long I’ve been afraid,” she spoke in hushed tones. “I don’t want to be scared of living.”
Alexander suddenly moved. Sitting upon the table top, he pulled Diana up from her seat to sit next to him.
“You were always fascinated by the moon,” he said, staring up the night sky with her. Alexander leaned back on the table, supporting his weight on his arms.
Diana rested her own arms on her legs, keeping watch of the dark skies.
“Do you remember,” he spoke after a few moments, looking over at her, “the time when your parents took you to the beach one summer?”
“Yes,” she answered.
He continued with the story. “You snuck out of the hotel room, one night, and walked down to the beach by yourself.”
“I was nine,” she remarked, remembering the vacation to the beach. “It was very stupid. Who knows what could have happened to me?”
Alexander thought for a moment. She had been a fearful child. She had refused to get into bed at night without making a bounding leap from across the room first. Diana had believed that if she was fast enough the goblins under her bed couldn’t catch her. He had informed her that if she wouldn’t stuff things under it, the goblins wouldn’t be drawn to the bed in the first place. But on occasion she had shown her true self, a creature of courage and determination.
“You lay on that beach and starred up at the sky,” he remarked as he looked up, “Very much as you’re doing now.”
She sighed, wistfully. “I wanted to go and so I did; with no thought to the consequences."
“Yes,” he agreed. “Maybe it had been foolish, but did it matter in the end?”
She glanced over at him. “I don’t understand what you mean.”
He gazed at her; she looked lost right now. He wanted only to make it easier for her, but he wanted her to show that strength that he knew was lying in wake just beneath the surface. “They say that nothing that is worth having is without risk.” He saw her nod in understanding. “It is not a motto for recklessness, but a reminder to make us question our actions.”
“Are you saying that if I want something, I should go after it,” she said, trying to make sense of his cryptic words. “But I should be aware that consequences could happen?” That was an unfair gamble.
“Yes,” he returned his eyes to the sky. “If it was worth its value, then the risk is equally valued; the greater the worth the harsher the risk.”
She frowned. “That doesn’t exactly inspire me to be brave, you know?”
If only she knew how brave she could be, he thought. She was no longer a child, but a woman full grown. She had been sheltered much of her life; by her parents or through her own actions. This was a critical moment in her life where she would have to make the choice and be willing to make a risk fueled decision.
“I will be here to help you,” he spoke; supportive.
“Yes,” she sighed, looking over into the dark cropping of trees. “Until something more important comes along,” she whispered quietly to herself.
Alexander heard her. He couldn’t make up for past mistakes, only make promises for today. Besides, he had never truly left her. He had been like the soft breeze on a warm day, a whisper in her dreams; a gentle strumming chord in the song of her life.
“That night,” he continued as if he had never heard her remark, “On the beach, you said that all you needed was me beside you and you could do anything.”
“That was back when I thought the world was perfect and no one can ever hurt you if you have a guardian angel.” She bit her lip as those long forgotten memories bubbled to the surface. “I believed in a fantasy that was all in my head. No one ever lives happily ever after and ignorance is not bliss, but a catastrophe waiting to happen.”
“You want happiness?” he said, sitting up. “Then go get it, because it isn’t going to send itself to you in a self addressed package.” Alexander brought his body closer to hers, putting his arm around her, he pulled her close. “I won’t let anything hurt you,” he paused. “Not even me. I promise upon the Creators themselves.” Holding her chin in one hand brought her face to look up into his. “Do you trust me?”
She wanted to trust him and she knew that she should. The question was could he be trusted? Her heart and soul said yes, but her mind would not relinquish its warning of suspicion. Risk, he had told her. Was the value of his word worth the risk to her soul? In the past he had been her everything and such devotion had cost her dearly.
“Yes,” she finally answered, looking up into his angelic face.
He stroked her cheek, glad that she was finally opening up to him. Diana had been closed off for so long, it was a wonder she hadn’t shriveled up and died. Alexander wanted to see her in full bloom again and he would do whatever was needed to see that happen.
The tent was theoretically big enough for two grown adults, but one has to take into account what the standard sized adult is. Apparently, Alexander and Diana did not fit that description.
Diana was inside the tent, bent over in an uncomfortable stoop, changing into a pair of terry cloth shorts and a matching blue tank top. Unzipping the sleeping bag, she checked to make sure no little critters had made themselves at home in the corners. Finding nothing, she got under the flap and zipped herself in.
“Okay,” she yelled to the front of the tent.
Alexander unzipped the front closure of the tent and pulled himself through the flap opening, his body in bow position. He was going to get a crick in the neck from standing too long inside the cramped enclosure.
He sat down on his sleeping bag and pulled off his boots. It was a good thing his feet never smelled, or he knew Diana would be kicking him out to sleep on the ground outside.
He moved the lantern closer to his suitcase so he could see its contents better. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Diana was looking up into the heavens through a tiny plastic covered opening in the ceiling of the tent. Turning back he rifled through stacks of clothes, until he found what he was looking for. A sheet of notebook paper, yellowed with time and a photograph held to it with a small metal paperclip. Taking the photo, he put the folded sheet of paper on top of his open suit case.
Holding it close to the glow of the lantern he gazed down into the still likeness of Diana. The school had used this photo in one of her yearbooks. In it she was wearing the necklace he had given her on her sixteenth birthday. It was decorated with flowers made from cut diamonds, sapphires, rubies, and emeralds; intricate vines and leaves molded from pure gold and silver. The piece was rare and had been painstakingly created.
Diana had been bowled over by the gift, exclaiming that she would be too careless with it. She had insisted that she was afraid of breaking it or losing it. Diana had worn the piece a few times, but had given it back to him for safe keeping. Alexander had planned on giving it to her, for good this time, on the eve of her eighteenth birthday, but that had never happened.
She was lovely even at such an awkward age. Perhaps other girls her age had the advantage of being classically beautiful, but none could hold a candle to the beauty of her soul which radiated through every pore of her being. Even in still life, the radiance that was Diana was evident.
Alexander stroked the glossy paper that had captured the Diana he had known, the Diana he hoped to see again in true form. Clipping the photo back onto the sheet of folded notebook paper, he tucked both under the stack of clothes. From the bottom of his suitcase he pulled out a black velvet box. Slender with no markings to indicate the manufacture, the case hinted nothing inside itself. For all the worlds knowledge the contents within were pure imagination and myth. Through time the story of its significance and importance to the epistemology of earth’s creatures became less historically sound and more fantasy. But even in fantasy certain truths remain; that knowledge is power, but power leads to corruption in even the purest souls.
The necklace of Amour had been gifted to Alexander to protect the interests of the Creators. He, like the guardians before him, took great pains to keep it from the clutches of Lucifer and his ilk. Alexander would do whatever was necessary to keep the peace, even if it went against his own self interests.
He opened the clasp. Lifting the lid he revealed the contents to the soft light of the lamp. The necklace looked as new as if it had been created only recently. However, its age was indescribably older than that; almost as old as time itself. The piece had been forged in the mines of Paradisum, its floral motif inspired by the flowers on the Tree of Knowledge. Hidden amongst the precious gems were the seeds of the tree itself; as precious as any diamond. The theory that a tree could be created from the necklace was true, but only by a creature of Divine Inspiration. Such a creature was rare amongst earth’s creatures. Only the Creators and those closest to the family knew how to wield such power.
Alexander stroked the necklace, in much the same as he had touched the photograph of Diana. They were similar in many ways, both rare finds; beauty and energy that could have only been divined by the Creators themselves. However, they could just as easily be used and manipulated by the sick machinations of evil. Such power in the hands of dark creatures could result in a holy upheaval.
“Alexander,” Diana called out to him from the other side of the tent, interrupting his thoughts. “Can you turn the light off, please,” she spoke sleepily, turning over on her side.
Alexander closed the lid and put the box back at the bottom of his suitcase. He switched off the lantern. Darkness fell inside the tent, only the soft light of the moon casting its heavenly glow upon the world.
Stripping down to his boxers, he laid down on the sleeping bag, tucking his arms behind his head; using them as a pillow. Alexander looked up at the canvassed ceiling and let his mind wander over the day’s events.
Diana sighed audibly as she rolled over to face the tents wall. It had indeed been a long day. Nothing, she thought, could have hinted that by the day’s end she would see herself in an entirely different light. Then again, Diana was stubborn enough to ignore the truth around her to keep herself in comfortable ignorance. The human mind is capable of almost anything. Denying that any of this was remotely plausible would be so easy, but it wouldn’t change and certainly wouldn’t make life easier. She had tried denial; it hadn’t worked. Sticking ones head in the sand was only good for the ostrich.
With great power comes great responsibility. That’s the line Peter Parker’s uncle gave to him in the Spiderman movie. It was a really inspiring thought, but Peter and his spider senses were child’s play compared to Diana’s gifts. The knowledge of the Creators trumped spinning webs and swinging through the streets of New York.
“I didn’t ask for this”, she thought. But isn’t that what they all said. Fate was such a bitch. Didn’t those old crones have anything better to do than screw with people’s lives? Of course they didn’t. Diana hadn’t the first clue as to what she was supposed to do. She wasn’t Jesus for calories sake. “Where was one of the WWJD bracelets when you needed one?” she thought bitterly. Not that any of those bracelets ever did anyone any good. They were about as useful as praying for weight loss; a nice thought, but as unreliable as a wishing well.
To add salt to the raw opening of self revelation, Diana was sure that the world was on the cusp of a revolutionary uprising; a bitter war of power, a holy war unlike any in earth’s history.
Lucifer’s ambitions had never been overly aggressive. Evilness didn’t have to work too hard. The darker nature hidden inside all of earth’s creatures could be easily lured into the dark lords’ clutches. Goodness had to work much harder to keep the hearts and ears of the world. Evilness told you what you wanted to hear and gave you what you wanted most.
The Creators were strict parents in a world of willful and ungrateful children. Their law was harsh at times, but the truth of their love trumped the superficial thrill of the darker world.
If the nixes words could be taken as the truth, and they were, then the creatures of earth were being lured into the seductive clutches of the greatest evil the world had ever known. She had spoken of mutiny against the highest crown. It took a great hurt to cause someone to turn their back on the Creators. Lucifer, himself, had been amongst the greatest supporters for them. Something had caused him to turn away from them and embrace the empty world of evil.
But the question remained. Why was Lucifer choosing this moment in time to start turning the world against itself? Many creatures throughout history have speculated when the time would be ripe for his revenge against the Creators, but there must be a reason why he was choosing now to enact the age old prophecy. Many humans had felt the end coming upon them for centuries now. It seemed that very soon their predictions would be coming true.
Diana never asked to be caught up in a battle with supernatural creatures. She would have preferred being an oblivious human. At least then, when the world came to a screeching end, no one could blame her for not trying hard enough to stop it. She could end her final days in guilt free ignorance. But the truth wouldn’t simply go away from her mind no matter how hard she pretended otherwise. Who and what she was made her accountable.
She looked over her shoulder at Alexander. He was lying quietly on top of his sleeping bag, arms braced under his head. It was dark in the tent and Diana couldn’t tell if his eyes were open or closed, but his body seemed relaxed enough that he could have been asleep.
She turned over, facing the wall once again. It was quiet outside the tent; the nocturnal animals of the forest were keeping their distance. She sighed again, a tired sigh that was stemmed from overwrought emotions more than physical weariness.
Sleep is rejuvenating to both the mind and the body. It is in sleep that the brain can go to work repairing the damages caused in waking hours. Diana did not think herself into sleep, as she was usually wont to do. One moment she was awake, the next, she was lost to the tangible world.
Chapter 9-
The Garden had once been the beautiful sanctuary for the creatures of earth, known back then as The Garden of Eden. Historians of ancient civilizations have little recorded knowledge of this kingdom. It is as mythological as the Isles of Avalon and Atlantis.
The reason for creation is the most asked question by earth’s creatures. One moment, they knew nothing of themselves, then ‘bang’, the combustion of energy starts the ball rolling and suddenly in the blink of a thousand billion eyes here we are. And with self awareness comes the questions. The human reasoning system relies on meaning and symbolism to understand themselves and their surroundings. They are motivated by purpose and cannot help by look beyond the tangible world, trying to figure out what the purpose of existence is for them.
These creatures are not alone in their thoughts. Though humans have written out much of the non-human creatures from their history books; putting them instead in stories meant for children or geeky adults. Their presence in the world is real, as real as their time in The Garden of Eden.
To speak of the Garden of Eden as being simply beautiful is holy inaccurate; beauty is only the first layer that was this great kingdom. Some are under the false impression that the Garden of Eden was a large garden like one would find on the grounds of someone’s palatial estate and that everyone walked around in the nude like modern day nudists or hippies. That just wasn’t the case, though some of the creatures did prefer the in the buff look. Not all the creatures had the luxury of fur or thick hides. Clothing was a necessity for some and preferable for others.
Like any civilization, it began modestly and expanded. The Garden of Eden was not small or sparsely populated as some scholars would suggest. In fact it stretched for miles in all directions; perhaps not being as large as later kingdoms to follow, but it had been impressive within its own right.
The city structure itself was broken down into districts where buildings and communal areas were constructed to house and nourish the needs of the creatures within the walls of the kingdom, but the natural environment was always at the forefront of the constructed establishments. The architecture of the buildings was reminiscent of later structures in the Middle East and Asia Minor, though entirely different at the same time. After the fall, the creatures tried to duplicate what they could remember of the Garden onto the Earth’s landscape, but nothing they produced could match the splendor that had once been the Garden of Eden.
The kingdom of the Garden of Eden began in peace as most new cultures have begun. But nothing ever remains the same and the creatures that had spent many generations living in mutual respect of each other became restless. Over time the human creature, who believed they had been created in the likeness of the Creator, believed that their purpose was to dominate over the other creatures that were seen as inferior to their greatness.
The other creatures, not all of them, thought that the balance of equality was skewed by the ambitions of a self obsessed race. A have and have not society can suffer only so long before someone catches on, but many times no one ever does. Though the humans were demographically small in numbers, their influence over the civilization was substantial.
The fall of the Garden of Eden was inevitable, though the reason behind this tragic event is unclear to most. Some speculate that greed caused the humans to act out against the wishes of the Creators, thus expelling the wrath that ended the kingdom. This is limited reasoning and does not take into account the rest of the races. To this day the many of the non-human creatures lay the blame of the fall completely on the human creature’s door. Eve had been the perfect scapegoat for the loss of the Garden. It has been much easier to blame the full event on a dead woman rather than look to oneself for blame.
But there is someone else to blame. The Dark Prince, the poster child of evil has willingly admitted his own involvement in the crime that led to the fall. It has been taken into written account that Lucifer encouraged Eve to take from the Tree of Knowledge, a sacred plant that was believed to be the source of the Creators gifts and knowledge. Lucifer himself had taken from the tree; though none save he dared to do so.
But what did Lucifer stand to gain by acting out through Eve? Lucifer had once been among the elite of this world. There is evidence to suggest that at one time he had been an angel. The term fallen angel was credited in reference to his betrayal against the Creators. He gained nothing from the fall except the knowledge that he had a hand in destroying the lives of so many races. But then that is the motivation of evil; to watch others suffer.
Surprisingly, the Garden is in much the same condition as it had been in its glory days of old. It is bright and the sun shines on the cities that had once housed the creatures of this earth. At first glance everything appears as if it has been preserved in a time capsule.
Only after careful appraisal can one see that the visage of perfection hides the flaws of this land. The Creators have abandoned this first attempt of creation and their absence is felt most profoundly. Hell is the absence of God, the Garden is that place.
Only Lucifer and his companions reside within this barren land. It is the fear of Hell that keeps many from stepping out of line from the Creators. The interest in Hell itself has spawned the ideas and images of a nightmarish place; fire and brimstone, or cold and dark. They are all wrong. Hell is bright and lushly green as the rest of earth itself, but behind the beauty, the land is stark and one feels a deep and agonizing sense of loneliness within minutes of entering its borders. It is still beautiful, but empty of all the goodness the land had once thrived on; only evil lives in the Garden now. How the creatures who call this waste land home can stand living here is a mystery. The world is full of mystery.
Lucifer,” she called his name; the voice of an angel in the body of a woman. She was young; no more than twenty summers had passed since her birth into this world. She was far younger than he, but as wise and clever as any ancient being.
She ran down the steps outside the women’s dormitories, quickly taking her steps two at a time on the wide marble steps. Waving to him in the streets, she tried to get his attention.
Lucifer paused in the street outside the women’s dormitories, looking up to his far right to see Eve barreling down the steps.
He smiled up at her, turning to look up at her as she came down the steps at break neck speed. He thought it best if he waited down in the street for her to come to him. If he tried to meet her half way, he was sure she would somehow manage to take them both to the ground with the sheer inertia of her flight down the stairs.
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