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Hello, Paris









I

lay in bed, my back propped against the wall as I mindlessly traced the rim of the empty beer bottle over and over again. I watched the clock. It was 11:59. I closed my eyes, counting the seconds until it would be midnight, then opened them to see the switch of that one minute.

The hurt set in, and I grimaced at the pain.

“Happy Birthday, Evika!” I heard her voice in my head as I pictured her walking toward me with an armful of presents and three cards. Three cards
 because she could never choose the one she liked the best, so she'd buy them all. At least one of them always had a serious tone where she had underlined the most important words on the inside. The others always had little characters (mice, puppies, kittens, etc.) on the front of them. She'd label them with “you” and “me,” with small arrows pointing to the mom and the child. Every one of the cards would be filled with her perfect, cursive handwriting. It never failed, she'd run out of space for the things she wanted to say, so she would fill out the backside too. It made me smile to think about those little things I still missed, but it hurt just as much when I felt a pierce through my heart every year on this day. The day I lost her
.

I knew I would have to get up in another two hours. I became so frustrated with myself for letting the pain claim me again, denying my body of the sleep it needed. I drank just enough to give myself the type of headache that wouldn't subside for hours. I should have been used to it, I guess.

I tried closing my eyes, listening to the Celtic music I always had playing during the night. I hated the silence. I had to have either a TV or music to listen to. I let some time pass, but the pain wouldn't subside. I only made it worse by getting out of bed to find the journal she'd given to me for my eighteenth birthday.

I cleared the streams of tears from my cheeks and laid my head into the pillow. I curled up under my quilt with the journal, clutching it to me as if it were the last piece I had left of her. My eyes stung. My head ached. I just didn't want to move, but I intended on keeping my promise to Joel. I smacked my obnoxious alarm clock. Time for the 2:00 A.M. call. Yawning excessively, I stumbled over to the computer. This whole ritual was wearing on my body, but necessary. I grabbed a blanket and wrapped myself inside of it while I waited for him.

Joel and I had been best friends since elementary school, and we had been living together for three years in the same apartment. Joel's the neat and tidy gay guy who cooked and cleaned and kept me from drowning in my own messes. I mean that both literally and figuratively. I, however, was the slob of the duo. The artist, the writer, the dreamer, the one with no direction. But somehow, someway, we fit like yin and yang. We were there for each other for anything and everything. We even went to college in the same area, however, school was never my forte. I ran out of enthusiasm, and eventually quit.

It was hard to let Joel go without it being bothersome. He had just moved to Paris for a study-abroad program. Instead of going to school to be a chef in the local specialty colleges – a much cheaper and practical way to afford the education – he decided he wanted to go to France. It sucked not having him around. He was probably the only
 person who could get me to agree to waking up in the middle of the night three times a week to talk with him before he went to class
.

I remember the last day we had together before he trotted off across the world. I sat facing him in that booth, admiring his perfectly primped, dirty blond hair.

“Joel, I can't believe this is our last time for coffee at our little cafe before you hightail it out of here tomorrow.”

“I know, Ev. It's really gonna suck not having you around every single day, but at least we have email. And you know our Skype deal. 2:00 A.M. I'd bring you with me if I could,” he said, making his famous pouty lips. “Wanna go as a stowaway in my luggage? You're small enough.” He always had crazy ideas.

“Yeah, right. Jeez, why didn't we think of that before?” I forced a laugh.

“I mean it though,” Joel was serious again. “I'd take you if you wanted to come. We've been best friends for, well, ever
. We've done everything together up till now.”

I sighed. “I know, Jo Jo.”

But that was just it; I didn't want to go. Despite the fact that nothing definite was really holding me back from going and exploring the world with my best friend, something still made me want to stay behind. Maybe it was the fact that I never did change well. Me and change was always a bad combo. And Joel knew that. It was something he was always used to with me. I was just happy that he was brave enough not to let my issues stop him from chasing his own dream. I was proud of him.

“Now please, Evika, one thing I must ask of you is that you don't rent that empty room out to some ho-bag. You need to swear to it.”

I burst out laughing and spat my coffee across the table. “Jeez
, Jo. Tell me how you really feel.”

“You know what I mean, princess.” His sardonic tone sort of cut me a little. “I don't want to find out that you felt bad for some hag that belongs in slut-zone, and you let her sign a lease. I also don't want you putting off any of the good candidates I'd already set up for you, either. Got it?”

He knew me too well. Procrastination was my middle name; it should have been my first. “Got it. I promise. I won't rent to any ho-
bags, and I'll be sure to meet with the other chicks you validated for me,” I assured him.

“Good.” Joel seemed satisfied. “Oh, and I almost forgot,” he said. I watched him get into his satchel (aka man-purse), pull out some small pieces of paper from a little pocket on the outside, and extend his arm across the table. “Here, Ev. Take these.” I looked down. They were cut-out coupons for cleaning products.

I laughed as I took the coupons. “Still thinking of me, even when you're going off to another world.” I put them in my purse, hoping I wouldn't lose them in the mess already in there. “I'm really gonna miss you, Joel.”

“I'm really gonna miss you, too, but I guarantee that kitchen is going to miss me way more than you will,” he teased. I was horrible at cleaning my messes in there. I would make macaroni and cheese and have the entire counter covered in God-knows-what. Janitor Joel would come in and do a full scrub-down, something on which he educated me for a full two weeks before his leaving. I was prepared for anything the kitchen would throw at me.

“This is going to be weird, but I know you'll be fine, Evika. You've got a great head on your shoulders.” He looked down at his latte and then started smirking. “I mean, you may be a little confused up there sometimes, but it's still a good head, nonetheless.”

“You are so blunt,” I said with a giggle.

“Would you have me any other way?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Not a chance, Jo Jo.”

Finally, a familiar face popped up on the screen, and I adjusted my eyes to see his happy - and very awake - expression on the monitor.

“Well, good morning, Ev-Bear!” Ah yes. The famous, lasting nicknames from my best friend. They often changed, but that one stuck. “Happy, happy twenty-first birthday! Looks like it was a rough one this time, huh? I think your bags are growing bags,” Joel said, laughing at me. He was so close to the camera I could see up his nose.

“Yeah, yeah, French boy. You're lucky I agreed to this little set-up. 
This is totally breaking up my sleeping pattern, and you're not feeling the brunt of it at all,” I said to him, breaking into a yawn.

“Oh, pish-posh.” He waved his hand at me. “Keeping you on a strict schedule is the only way I can maintain any sanity being this far away from you. You know how nurturing I am.” He grinned widely at me. I felt jealous of how awake he was. Then suddenly, he sucked air and widened his eyes. “Evika Jade Stormer!” Joel's scolding voice whipped me out of my next yawning fit.

“What?” My eyes focused to see his finger pointing into the camera.

“I'm gone for a measly few weeks, and you leave the poor kitchen that way?”

I'd forgotten how bad it looked as I spun around in my seat and almost gasped myself. I saw beer bottles scattered all over the counter, some on their sides and ready to roll off the edge.

“Ugh,” was all I could get out as I scooted my chair closer toward the wall and angled the entire webcam in a different direction. “Ignore that, Joel. Cut me some slack. It's been a hard week.”

“Please
 tell me you didn't binge since I last talked to you.” He sat back into his chair and folded his arms, eyebrows raised.

I was silent for a few seconds and just sighed deeply before saying anything. “Is that a question, Joel? Because I'm pretty sure you know the answer.” I wiped a few stray tears away. I knew he knew the reason for the binge, and I knew he was trying desperately not to have the conversation about it this time, but it was inevitable. Same day every year. Same thing every year. And this time, worse because he wasn't there with me.

“Oh girl, please don't make me cry. It's bad enough that I feel like a jackass for leaving you like this. Babe, your mom wouldn't want to see you still mourning. She'd want to see that you've moved on. It's been three years. You need to see someone, a professional. I don't like to say that, but it's true. Something has got to give, Evika. I want you back to happy.”

“Jo Jo, I know, but I can't help it. Every birthday is like a memory 
of a milestone,” I said as I remembered the conversations with my mother when I was younger about what we'd call our 'milestone' birthdays.”

Joel sighed. “Your twenty-first,” he said. “That was supposed to be the Vegas trip.”

I nodded and clenched my fists. “And on top of that, they still haven't found him yet. How do you think that is supposed to make me any better?”

“I know, Ev. I know. I wish I could change things. I bet they will find him sooner or later, but as much as losing her hurts, and I'm taking the words from a true and wise friend of mine.” He pointed at me. “There is a reason for everything, and even good can come out of something terrible. You have to believe this, Ev-Bear. Sound familiar?”

“It just makes more sense when I tell everyone else that.” I sighed heavily, frustrated the subject had gotten as far as it did about my mother. I knew there were other things I wanted to talk about with Joel, and we didn't have much time before he had to get to his first class. “Anyway, change of subject. How did that blind date go Friday?” I tried to sound chipper.

“Oh, girl!” Joel must have caught that I was done talking about my mom, so he took my bait.

“So glad you asked. I once was blind, but now I see!”

I giggled at his quote. “I take it that it went well?”

He bobbed his head with a grin. “His name is Evan. Kinda cool, his name and your name. Hard thing is I can't call him 'Ev', so I have to find another nickname.”

“Well, I'm sure you won't have a hard time picking him out a nickname. You are
 the master,” I said.

Joel gave me a smug look. “That I am, Ev-Bear. That I am.”

“Hmm,” I had a thought, “but just remember I'm not going to approve of him until I meet him...er...Skype him? You know my rule, Jo Jo.”

“Yes, Miss Stormer, I know. But if you recall, I'm not the one who 
dated a crazy, alcoholic whack-job a few years ago.” I gave him a salty look. “But I know. I'll let you use your gift on him as soon as we can arrange some time.” He sighed and smirked into the camera at me.

Even though he gave me a hard time about it, he loved the fact that I had a great intuition about others and could see people for who they really are. It didn't always work so well for myself though. Mostly what I believed were even the worst kinds of people had some sort of good in them. I tried to find that and usually did. My mother always told me I had a gift. I guess, in a sense, it was.

“Oh, Joel, I totally forgot to tell you. They're shutting me off in a few days. I just got the notice in the mail yesterday...and that's not the only thing getting shut off,” I said under my breath as I thought of the utility bills.

“What?” he yelped, putting his hands to his hips. “Evika, this is exactly why I told you that you needed to get a roommate. I knew this was going to happen. Next thing you know, you're going to get evicted!” He threw his hands in the air. I knew he felt that my irresponsibility was partly, if not all, his fault.

“I know, I know.” I gave him some pouty lips, but I was never good at it like he was. “But, Jo Jo, all the interviewees were ho-bags.”



“
Oh, for cripe's sake, Evika.” He shook his head at me. “You probably only held like one interview, didn't you?”

He was right. I only held one official interview. She was in a band and insisted on using the room for their practices. Big. Hell. No. The other two interviews I had set up were non-existent since I forgot about the first one up until seven hours later; I'd ignored my phone all day. And the other one I actually showed up for and went to the cafe to meet up with her, but I noticed she was sitting in Joel's and my booth, and I just couldn't bring myself to going up and talking to her. She looked like a very nice person, but I found it odd that she had to sit in that booth, when all the others were perfectly clean and empty.

I sighed and just shook my head at him, giving him a little smile. “It's just hard to fill that room, Joel.”

He looked at me incredulously through the webcam. “Hmm.” He 
folded his arms. “I think what you mean is that it's too hard for you to fill that void
, Evika. I have a feeling this is more than just who is the perfect candidate for the room.”

He was partly right. After he said that, I realized there was a void there; and not just Joel's absence. It was bigger than that. Bringing in another person into my life and having them “leave” was not something I wanted to go through again. My doors were shut, and I didn't really intend on letting anyone else in.

“Oh, speaking of my twenty-first and ho-bags---” I started.

Dissatisfied, he said, “Let me guess. Brittonia and her ho-bags are taking you out?”

It didn't shock me that he already knew. They were all more his friends than my own, but Brittonia always rubbed him the wrong way. She started becoming Miss Popular back in high school and threw Joel and me to the curb. Her father's company took off, and the whole family got a complete makeover. New house, new cars, new schools, new clothes, new friends, and new personalities. Could money really do that to someone? Then her mother passed away from cancer when we were in eleventh grade, and Brittonia became something else: the worst snob in history. I really tried not to see her in that way though. I really believed she was still Brit; she just needed someone to stick around as a true friend until she bounced back.

After that, I was the only one to give her a chance, but she still pushed hard to keep Joel updated on her social life and events going on with her. I don't know. It may have had something to do with her self-fulfillment, but she needed to show that she actually had a care for someone other than herself after her family's windfall. I would have to spend my birthday bar-hopping with Brit and the other three, arrogant bean poles, but at least I'd get out.

“Hmm. What'd she do? Call you and gloat about her plans or just send you a text?” I half-laughed.

“Both, actually. Ugh, that girl irks me to no end. You'd better watch your back tomorrow night, Evika. She is not a safe person to go out and drink with. She'll probably attract like sixteen diseases before she even gets home!
”

“Oh, my gosh, Joel!” I laughed. “Give me a little credit. I know how she is, and I know her games. Besides that, I'm not depending on her what-so-ever for getting home. I've already figured I'm on my own once she's on her third drink.”

“Well, I don't care what time it is. I know it's the weekend, and I'll be sleeping in, but I want you to call me as soon as you get in. Got it?”

I gave him a thumbs-up and let out a huge yawn that had just been waiting to escape me. Joel and I were both in agreement that I needed to get back to sleep.

“Hey, one more thing. Did you check your mail yesterday? I checked the tracking number, and it says Ms. Makerov signed for your package,” Joel said.

My eyes narrowed. “Oh, Joel, you didn't.”

“Didn't what? Didn't send my best friend a birthday gift all the way from France? Of course I did, Ev-Bear. What kind of friend would I be?”

“Joel, you hardly have enough to get by through school as it is,” I said, concerned.

“Oh, yeah, and you're doing so
 much better, Miss My-Internet-is-getting-shut-off,” he huffed at me. “Don't worry about it. It's special and fun, but I didn't break the bank. Just accept it and move on, Evika. From the sound of it, you wouldn't have enough to mail it back to me anyway.” He laughed at me.

I relented and gave him a smile. “Thanks, Joel. You're the best. I'll visit Ms. Makerov downstairs in the morning before I head into work. She'll be up soon, I'm sure.” Ugh, I couldn't even think about work. I was so tired.

“Good then. I know you will love it! Oh, and I'll let this lack-of-a-roommate thing go for now only because it's your birthday, but this conversation isn't over. Deal?”

“Deal,” I said unenthusiastically.

He smiled at me. “Well, Ev-Bear, never goodbye...just see ya later. Have fun with the ho-bag clan tomorrow, er, tonight. Jeez, I still get our times mixed up.”

I laughed, my eyes half closed. “See ya later, Jo Jo.
”

I signed off, looked at my bed, and wanted so badly to crawl back into it, but Joel's comment about the kitchen was haunting me, so I took the time to bring it back to normal. About thirty minutes and fifty-seven yawns later, my kitchen was spotless and ready for my next assault. When I finally leaped onto the mattress, I'd hardly felt my head hit the pillows before I was out cold again.

The best kinds of dreams are the ones in which you manage to realize you are in one. You can do whatever you want. This dream was one of those. I placed myself in the anatomy room in the art center of the college I used to attend. Originally, I had just planned on doing some painting. Alone. The way I liked it, but he
 appeared, quietly walking in with his black, leather jacket and worn blue jeans. His wet boots were squeaking along the tiles. It must have been raining. He sat directly across from me on the other side of the room. We were alone. I looked up from my easel and caught a glimpse of his beautiful eyes, hiding behind a few pieces of wet, straggling hairs. Our eyes locked, and the florescent lighting reflected in his, showing me a breathtaking emerald color.

“Hi,” I said with a half-smile. I didn't want to seem too inviting.

“Hello,” he said back to me, smiling at about five hundred watts.

That was that. I went back to my painting. I was happy with the way the brush just led my hand. I'd often tried to create the image in my head and was determined to produce a concrete picture. I started with the outline of the body and the wings.

I tried to ignore the footsteps, but I realized he was walking over to me. I was slightly annoyed that he'd even entered my dream. It seemed his presence was really the only part of which I had no control. His cautious walk over to me made me anxious, and I finally had to look up at him again. We looked at each other for a few moments longer until he made his way beside me. His scent was calming, fresh, like after a light, summer rain. He slid out of his leather jacket and placed it on the back of an empty chair. The charcoal t-shirt fit against his skin and looked like it had been painted on 
him, exposing the contour of each of his finely-tuned abs. I felt my mouth open as I saw his forearm muscle twitching while he stood clutching the chair.

“Do you mind?” he asked, nodding his chin at the chair.

“Uh, well---” The scooting of the chair cut me off as he dragged it across the floor and placed it next to me. My mouth hung open. Why did I have to be disturbed when all I wanted to do was be alone?

“I've really been dying to see what you come here to paint,” he said to me as he made himself comfortable.

I contorted my face and gave him a confused look. “I'm sorry. Do I know you?”

He shrugged. “Not yet. No.” He gave me his five hundred watt smile again, showing the irresistible dimples in each cheek.

I sighed heavily. Yes, he was an alluring specimen, but I was really not in the mood for company. I rarely got these kinds of dreams when I could mostly control everything. It irked me that he'd just appeared like this and distracted me. In real life, he'd stay even longer if I humored him, so I treated the dream the same way. I just turned around, faced the easel again, and continued painting while trying desperately to ignore him.

“Hmm,” he said. “So you're not even going to ask me then, are you?”

“Ask you who you are? No, I'm not. And I'm sorry if you consider it rude, but quite frankly, I don't care since you are only a figment of my imagination. I am in rare form tonight, and I am going to take advantage of it. If, for some reason, my mind decides to keep you in this dream, then fine, but I'm not going to let you distract me.” I dabbled my brush into some black paint.

I heard him laugh lightly. “Okay, it's a deal.”

I stopped painting for a moment and turned. “What's a deal?”

“I can stay here as long as I don't distract you. It's a deal.”

I rolled my eyes. “It wasn't exactly a suggestion
.”

“No, but I'm sure since we are in a dream, and if I were really bothering you, your imagination would have already found some way to get rid of me. Right?
”

I sighed. “You have a point.” I turned back to my painting again.

“I always do.” I heard the smug smile in his voice. I didn't let him see the smirk on my face. He was kind of cute, but I still wasn't going ask his name.

I was done with the outline and finally started mixing the colors to make the perfect shades of green. He had been quiet for a long time, keeping up his end of the deal. I could feel him behind me, watching me the entire time. It didn't bother me as much as I thought it would, his hovering. The silence was broken once he started asking his question.

“So this was the objective tonight,” he said declaratively. “This is the butterfly you've been determined to paint.”

I ignored him at first, but he'd been so good for so long, it really didn't bother me that much that he had spoken.

“Yes. This is the butterfly I've been trying to paint,” I said.

“It's quite beautiful. Very rare. You wouldn't see something like this in nature.”

I was rather stunned that he could be so perceptive of my artwork. I was actually starting to enjoy his presence. I felt at peace with him there, so I decided to give a little explanation. It was a dream, after all, so I considered it therapy to open up. There was really no safer place to do it.

“It's supposed to be my mother. She was killed exactly three years ago. She always told me that, after she died, she'd come back as a butterfly.” I smiled at the thought. “She told me it wouldn't be just any butterfly, but one that I would just know it was her, like a rare or new species.” I felt the prickling in my eyes. “We're Irish, so I always imagined the wings would have a subtle pattern representing a four-leaf clover.”

“I'm so sorry that she's gone. If she does return, I'm sure she'd be proud to manifest as something as beautiful as the creature in your painting.”

I laid the brush down on the tray and just stared at the canvas. “It was on my eighteenth birthday when he shot her.” I felt my throat tighten, and my chest ached as the anger inside me started brewing. 
Remembering that day caused my fists to clench as the pain grew. Just then, the sound of thunder started rolling in, and the lightning outside flickered. It distracted me from my thoughts as we both turned to look out the windows into the dark night outside. We were quiet for a while.

“Have you seen her yet? This butterfly?” he asked me with a whisper.

I cleared my throat and wiped the streams running down my cheeks. “No. I keep looking, but I've never seen her. It was probably just something she said to make me feel better.” I shrugged, stood, and started packing up my things. I have no idea why; it's not like I'd be able to take the stuff with me when I woke up.

He just looked at me with a solemn expression. “Give it time. People never know their own capabilities until they discover them. Maybe she'll be able to visit you soon.” He rose to his feet, set the chair back into its place, and then stood to where our faces were only about a foot apart. “Keep looking.” He smiled sweetly. “You'll find her one day.”

I looked into those emerald green eyes of his and almost believed him. I wanted to believe him, whoever he was. “Hope so.”

He didn't move, but stood there staring into my eyes, studying me. It felt strange to me that I didn't feel awkward. I didn't really know what the purpose of my dreaming of him was, but I was glad he'd been there with me. The rain slowed down and the thunder rolled outside, but it sounded further away. The light boom in the distance broke our trance.

“I better get going while I can.” He half-smiled. “Don't want that storm you caused coming back again,” he teased.

It was true. It was
 my dream. I created everything in it. Even him.

“See ya,” I said as I watched him slide into his jacket.

“See ya,” he said, and just before he crossed the threshold to leave, he perked up his head and stopped for a moment. “Oh, Evika.”

I looked at him and my heart skipped hearing him say my name. “Yeah?”

“Happy Birthday.
”

I stared into his green eyes again and then finally remembered to breathe. “Thanks,” I said. My hand lifted to give him a slight wave goodbye, but he was gone. I sat back down to admire my artwork, but found myself wishing it hadn't been a dream, wishing I didn't have to wake up.
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Goodbye, Sanity









I

rolled out of bed early enough to get ready. It was jean day at work, so that was a plus. I jumped in for a quick, hot shower to wake myself up, threw on a decent red t-shirt and clean-cut jeans so I didn't look unkempt, and then grabbed my bag and leather jacket as I walked out the door to see my neighbor.

Thank God it was Friday. I so
 did not want to go to work, but I had a few good things going for me. It was the last day of the work week, I had some mail to look forward to, and I'd get to go out and drink legally. I was so exhausted, but I was looking forward to retrieving my mail from Ms. Makerov. She was the old Russian lady in 3C, downstairs. I loved hearing her tell stories because her accent was so fun to listen to. She reminded me of the female version of Mr. Bobinsky in the movie Coraline
. We'd had a conversation about that before too, and she said I reminded her of the main character in the movie. Since then, she'd called me her “little mouska,” meaning little mouse. She was the sweetest lady and was always keeping me fed.

“I had vision of bare cupboards on ninth floor. Your kitchen empty. No good. You eat what I make.” She'd grab my arm and drag me to her apartment right after I came home from work. I didn't mind her directing me on a detour before I got to go home and relax. 
Winding down at her place was better than going home to the empty ninth floor. I loved seeing her cats. On most days, you could find all seven of them. My favorite was Lucius. He was an all-black cat that never really warmed up to anyone but me. Ms. Makerov was always amazed and would say, “See, Little Mouska? Just like movie.” We'd both laugh.

I knocked on her door, and in mid-knock before the third, she swung open the door and smiled as if expecting me. “Ah, Evika. You come for package?”

I smiled at her. “Yes, Ms. Makerov. Joel said you signed for it yesterday. Thank you.”

“Ah, it's twenty-one birthday, yes?” she asked, enthused.

“Sure is. Going out with the girls tonight.”

She waddled over to the couch to get the box. “Very good. Fun with your girls tonight.”

“I hope so.” I smiled and shrugged.

“Here is package. You sit and open. I be back in just one minute to get something else for you,” she said as she skuddled down the hall to her bedroom.

I used my nail to cut through the tape and eager to see what Joel sent me. I finally got to some bubble wrap. I laughed to myself. Joel knew I loved bubble wrap. It was an obsession of mine to pop the air bubbles. I put the wrap to the side to save it for later. I found another bag inside and opened it to find a black t-shirt with white letters and a red heart reading: I Love Vampires. I absolutely adored it! I was wishing I could have just whipped out my cell to call Joel right then. He so knew it was my kind of shirt.

Ms. Makerov came back out to the living room.

“Look, Ms. Makerov! Isn't it cute?”

“Oh, Little Mouska. Adorable. You wear tonight?” she asked.

“Absolutely!”

She laughed sweetly and observed the shirt for a moment longer. “He is good friend. Joel. You miss him?”

“Yes. I miss him quite a bit, but we talk a lot.”

“It's hard to keep friendship when life take two different direction. 
But sometime, two ways that part lead to same place later.” She cupped her warm, wrinkly hand against my cheek. I smiled at her and shrugged. I wasn't about to start crying. I'd cried enough already, and my day was just beginning.

“Here.” She handed me a little box with a pink bow. “You open. From me.”

“Oh, Ms. M. You didn't have to---”

“Ah ah ah.” She held up her finger. “You open and not fight me. I saw and thought of you.”

I opened the box and found the silver clip. It was an angel with its wings spread, holding up a banner that read: NEVER DRIVE FASTER THAN YOUR GUARDIAN ANGEL CAN FLY. I'd never seen anything like it.

“Oh, this is too cute! Thank you so much!” I said as I leaned over to give her one of my huge bear hugs. She didn't hesitate to give me one just as good in return.

She shoo'ed her hand at me. “Oh, it is nothing. You clip on car visor. Simple like cake.”

“You are the sweetest lady I've ever known, Ms. M. Thank you.”

“You are welcome, Little Mouska. You have fun tonight. I bring you soup for hangover in morning.”

I burst out laughing. She really knew me well. “Sounds great. I'm sure I'll need it.”

She patted me on the cheek once again and I headed out the door to the lot to find my 93 VW Bug. It wasn't much, but it got me from A to B. I liked the clip even more after sitting in my driver's seat and laying my head back to look up at it. Ms. Makerov was such a wonderful lady. Even the little things she did for or said to me made an impact on me in some way. I knew she was such a good person inside, and I guess I just kind of dubbed her my grandmother.

“Off to work,” I groaned to myself.

Around eleven o'clock, my cell phone was blowing up nonstop. I logged out of my computer and from the phone lines to avoid making 
any more collection calls. I needed a break from the monotony anyway.

Brittonia must have texted me eighty times, but I decided to call her to let her get it all out of her system. She wanted to be sure I was still meeting the gang around nine o'clock at the Power House District, a multi-level building full of restaurants, clubs, and comedy holes.

“We're starting out at the Shark Club tonight for the male revue,” she said.

“What about dinner?” I asked.

“Evika, chill. I got it covered.” She sounded frustrated that I would even think she didn't have dinner taken care of, but I knew that her idea of covering it would be bringing a bag of bagels or something. I rolled my eyes.

“Okay,” I sighed, “see you guys later.”

“Tootles,” she said with fake enthusiasm. It made me wonder why the hell she was even attempting to throw me a party/get-together at all. I knew it was probably just to keep her party girl status. Whatever. Anything was better than staying at home and sulking, even if I was out with a bunch of shallow bean poles.

After my long morning of random “happy birthdays,” a forty-five minute lunch that felt like ten minutes, and an excruciatingly long afternoon full of more random “happy birthdays,” I was finally free. The worst part of the day was over, and I couldn't wait to switch gears, finally to get out that night. I ran to my car after clocking out, only to find that it was bucking when I turned the engine. I couldn't believe it. Of all days! My AAA card was expired, so I couldn't get a free tow. And the tow would have cost me more than just the fine for leaving my car in the lot the whole weekend, so I just walked to the bus stop at the corner. There went another five bucks. Maybe it was a sign. I'd planned on getting smashed for my twenty-first, and who knows how stupid I'd be? I considered my little predicament a blessing and figured it was God's way of saving me from a horrible death, a massive twenty-car pile up caused by none other than Drunk Evika while taking a joy ride at four in the morning after getting home from 
total birthday-drinking annihilation. I knew how I was going to be, and there was no stopping me. I would have some drinks, and I would start thinking about her
. It was better that the weapons of destruction were out of my reach.

Once I got to my apartment, I felt restless. I didn't know what to do with myself for another three hours. I pondered a nap, but cleaning was needed. My living room was a mess, full of unfinished art projects. Thank goodness the webcam had only showed the kitchen when I talked with Joel that previous night; had he seen the mess in the living room, he would have killed me. That was just the way I was. I started something and just couldn't finish it. Hell, I couldn't even finish a good night's sleep anymore. Story of my life.

I tidied up the living room a bit just to make myself feel better, but that took only an hour. I made my way to the kitchen and scoped through the cupboards. Ugh. There was next to nothing there. Ramen noodles were getting old, so I grabbed some chips and salsa to snack on for my dinner. It didn't really bother me that there wasn't a big variety of food to eat. I made do with what I had, but like every other subject I put on hold in my life, this lack-of-food situation would go on the back burner. I was going out, and I was going to enjoy myself. It was my damned birthday.

I never fit in with that Brittonia-clan crowd as far as fashion went. I had the darkest hair and the darkest clothes. They wore high heels, short little skirts, and low tanks from Abercrombie; I didn't. After going through my closet twelve times for something that even remotely looked like I fit in, I decided to hell with it
 and just put on what best showed my true self. I grabbed my army fatigue skirt that cut off about mid-thigh, my black All-star sneakers, my new T-shirt from Joel, my black choker with the red ruby in the center, and my spiked bracelet. I threw my ensemble on the bed and determined how out of place I would be, but with the mood I was in, I did not care. Brittonia could suck my left butt cheek if she thought I was going to conform to her crowd any more than that.

The Power House (that’s what we always called it) was in walking distance of my apartment complex, so I left about five minutes till 
nine. Yes, the fifteen minute walk made me fashionably late, but like I said, it was fashionable
. Brittonia, Shelby, Clara, and Demi were already there, giving me scolding looks as they stood at the entrance doorway to the building. They all robotically changed their positions to the same pose, shifting their weight on their heels. They were all wearing close to the same thing; low tank tops that showed their cleavage and cute, little skirts with ruffles on the bottom. Brittonia had the shortest, of course.

“Hi guys!” I said, pretending to be oblivious to their stares.

They finally smiled.

“Hey Evika! Happy Birthday!” Demi said as she walked up to me, wrapping me in a fluffy, pink boa. I actually really liked it. I preferred pink and black together, so it completed my outfit quite nicely.

“Well, that looks a little
 better,” Bittonia declared.

“I'm glad you approve.” I twirled around in my boa.

“Here,” she handed me a cupcake from the metal pan she was holding.

“Aww, how cute, Brit. Is this dinner?”

“Hey, I told you I'd take care of you tonight, right?” She sounded proud. Thank God I'd already eaten.

“We put the sprinkles on them!” Shelby's little voice rejoiced as she grabbed Clara’s arm.

“Great job, guys. Thanks for taking me out for my birthday. It really means a lot to me since I don't have Joel here this year.”

“We know, Ev. That's why we're here,” Demi said.

“Well, enough of this sober crap, guys. Evika, eat that cupcake. I'll put the rest of these in the car if you want any more throughout the night. I don't want you passing out on me or anything.”

I laughed. “Nope, we wouldn't want that.” Okay, so maybe she really did care...way, deep down.

Brittonia ran to her car, (as well as she could in those damned Stilettos) and met us back up at the door. We made our way into the Shark Club for the male review. I'd never been to the male strip club there before, and it was definitely a good night for it. Although, I'd made a mental note that if any sweaty stripper were to dance on me, 
I'd be sticking money down his pants only to make him step away and move on to one of the other girls. Ew.

The loud music punched me in the face as we walked in. It was heavy beats, and we could feel the bass from the floor. The first stop was, of course, the bar centered in the middle of the venue.

“Ever had a Blow Job?” Brittonia asked me.

“Excuse me!?” I asked, shocked.

She rolled her eyes. “It's the name of the drink, you bubblehead. I know you've never given a real
 one.”

“Oh! Okay. Nope, never have, but I'll try anything once.” I thought for a second. “Uh, I mean the shot.” We both laughed.

Her lips curled up deviously. “Two Blow Jobs, sexy!” Brittonia yelled to the bartender. He grinned and winked at her to let her know he was working on it. He was shirtless and wearing a black bow-tie. His chest was quite an attraction to me since I'd never really seen one up so close. I know, I know. I was twenty-one and probably the last virgin on campus at my age, but it was the one thing I had left to be proud of. I'd made some really dumb decisions in my life, but that was the one thing I could gloat about...well, if you could gloat about something like that around my
 crowd. With Brittonia, she was vocal about making me the butt of a virgin joke, but I think deep down, she actually admired me.

“Evika, pipe down. If you wanna take him home I'm sure we could arrange something.” She laughed.

“What?” I broke out of my trance.

She laughed even harder. “Babe, your eyes told me the whole story. You think he's hot.”

“I was counting the beads of sweat on his chest,” I told her.

“Right.” She winked at me.

The shirtless hottie placed our shots on the counter and said he'd be right back with the change.

“Oh, no. You keep it, hot stuff. Just remember me later.” Brittonia winked at him.

He leaned over the counter to her. “Sure thing,” he winked and darted to another crazed customer
.

“My God, Brit, you are ridiculous.” Chuckling, I shook my head.

She shrugged. “I know,” she admitted. “So, you ready?” she nodded to our Blow Jobs.

I sighed, ready to pick the shot up when Brittonia stopped me.

“Oh no, Virgin Mary. No hands. You do it like this.” She clasped her hands behind her back and leaned over her shot glass, gripping it with her mouth and standing straight up with it, lifting her head and letting the drink shoot down her throat. Some of the crowd around us hooted and hollered while others clapped and whistled. Brit took the empty shot glass from her mouth and placed it on the counter. Such choreography.She curtsied for the crowd a few times waving her hand, mouthing thank you
 and blowing kisses.

“That, my friend, is how you do a Blow Job,” she said to me as she wobbled on her heels a little. I couldn't help but love my sneakers.

“All right,” I said confidently. “Stand back.” I mimicked her movements and took the shot the same way. It was frothy at first, and then I felt the creamy liquid slide down my throat. I heard the cheering crowd around us again. I remembered a few flashes going off. Great. I'll probably be all over the Internet along with Brittonia.


“You are a natural, Evika.” She threw her arm around me. “You make me proud.”

I laughed at her and just shook my head. I really was having a good time with her.

We scoped out the club to find the other girls. They were already nose-touching the stage and watching the dancers. There was a fireman and a policeman taking turns removing articles of clothing. They'd take something off, whip it around in the air, and then toss it into the crowd, making the gaggle of ladies in that section scream as if they'd never seen such a sight. I rolled my eyes. It was hilarious. I mean, seriously
.

After about an hour of nearly-naked, sweaty men thrusting their tightly-enclosed packages in little Speedos that would have fit the average four-year-old, we decided we wanted to do a little dancing of our own, minus the stripping of clothing. We downed our beers, waited for Brittonia to flirt one last time with her bartending Chip '
n' Dale, and then stood on the sidewalk outside to wait for our Uber.

After a fifteen-minute ride, we hopped out of the car onto West Sixth right in front of Throb dance club, which was a madhouse. We waited for Brittonia, for she was the last to exit the car and was the one who gave the driver a cash tip. I couldn't see much detail, but I swear she slipped it down his shirt. He was young and somewhat attractive, so it didn’t surprise me.

We flashed our I.Ds at the door. I was the last of all of us to turn twenty-one, so I was happy not to have to deal with any fake I.D. drama that normally occurred when we all went out.

The club was crowded, and they'd already opened the upper dance floor where the DJ was.

I loved dancing, but when I first got there, I always liked observing. I liked watching conversations the most, though. Of course, I couldn't hear anything, but it was a game Joel and I always played. We'd watch a couple nearby, most likely a pair who had just met, and the guy was trying to get into her pants. People were always more into arm and hand gestures in loud places, so body language made our game even more hilarious when we put the voices to them. I'd be the girl, and Joel would be the guy. By the end of the night, we'd have characters with names, occupations, and even a five year plan of what might happen to them. It was all in good fun, of course, but man, we could create some dramatic stories. By the time we left the club, our characters were already divorced and off spending alimony in Jamaica with a lover half their ages. I was really starting to miss Joel as the girls and I stood at the bar getting our drinks.

“Ev, what do you want?” Demi asked me, waving her fresh twenty in the air to get the bartender's attention.

“Oh! Just get me a Dortmunder.”

“Draft or bottle?” she asked.

“Definitely bottle.”

“Here Ev. It's your twenty-first birthday, and we're going to drink like it's your twenty-first birthday.” Brittonia came walking over to us with a tray of five shots. It was definitely Jager. My poison. I was going 
to wait, but hell, it was
 my twenty-first. Why not start the damage early?

“Everyone take one and down it, and I don't wanna hear any cryin',” she demanded.

I laughed. “Wow, Brit. You do know you and I are the only ones that can handle this stuff, right?” We all took our shot from her tray.

“Well, that's because you and I are the only ones who aren't pussies.
” She laughed, flitting her hair behind her shoulder and tossing the tray to the counter. She held up her drink. We all followed suit. “Here's to Evika Stormer's totally awesome twenty-first birthday bash!”

We all “whoo hoo'd” and clanked our glasses. Shelby, Clara, and Demi all grimaced as they braced themselves. I was already swallowing mine and savoring the warm poison going down my throat. It was a smooth delivery, and I was ready for my next shot, whatever it would be. Bring it on
, I thought. I deserved to let loose and throw my inhibitions out of the way for a few hours. I knew that attitude would probably get me into trouble, especially since I was at the mercy of Brittonia, but I couldn't find a care in the world that would stop me. I grabbed my beer from Demi, said, “Thanks,” and made my way to the dance floor when a new beat started to play.

The girls followed as Brit stayed behind to order another round of some sort of shot. I chugged my beer down to about an inch below the bottleneck. I wasn't surprised. This day always got to me. It was bittersweet. I was celebrating one of my most memorable birthdays, yet drowning in the pain of one of the most awful events that had ever happened to me. I didn't want to care for a while. I danced over to Brit and took my next shot with her. This time it was a lemon drop. Easy.

Clara came over to grab my hand and take me back out onto the floor for another great song. I held up my finger to let her know I had to finish my beer. In a matter of fifteen seconds and a few chugs, I slammed the bottle down onto the bar a little harder than I'd meant to, pulled out the last twenty dollar bill to my name, and smacked it onto the counter
.

“Hey Brit, grab me a Guinness and get what you want, I'm on the floor again.”

I found Clara standing there patiently for me, dancing in place. Then I grabbed her boa and dragged her out onto the dance floor until I felt a tug at my hair. I turned around to see Brittonia.

“No way, biatch!” she said crinkling up my twenty into a half-ass folding job. “I told you I was taking care of you tonight. It's your twenty-first!” I thought I saw her wobbling, but blamed it on those heels again. She then proceeded to put her hand down the neck of my shirt to deposit the wadded up bill in my bra. What was it with her and putting money down people's shirts?

Clara and I just laughed at her hysterically as she turned to walk away to get our next drinks. Some hot guy ran into her and spilled his mixed drinks all over her. Thank goodness they were colorless drinks. It looked like they were only Vodka and Sprites; otherwise, she would have killed him for staining her cute tank. Clara and I were laughed even harder when Brit turned around to show us the front of her shirt while the poor guy stood there apologizing to her.

Clara put her hands in the air and gave Brittonia the thumbs up. “Go, Brit! Get some free beers!”

Oh, that poor guy. Brittonia grabbed his hand as she knocked one of the empty cups from his hand and dragged him to the bar counter. I'm sure she said something like, “You are totally buying my drinks now, buster!” I just couldn't contain myself as I folded over, cracking up. It hurt so good.

We eventually made it to our designated spot to the floor saved by Shelby and Demi who were bumping and grinding. We were so in tune with our dancing circle, we shoved off any guys who tried to come up and grind against us. It didn't matter how drunk I was, the only reason I would ever let a guy at the club touch me would be to hold me up when I started to wobble. The less-drunk guys could be quite sturdy to lean on.

Brit was finally over with our new drinks. With my Guinness in hand and all the girls in my circle, the rest of the night was pretty much a fast-paced blur of new tastes, faces and voices
.

One of the highlights of the night was when one of Brittonia's ex-boyfriends-slash-bedthumpers came up to her and slugged the guy who was dancing with her. I became slightly protective of Brit when that happened and yanked her arm. I wanted her out of the way. She had no clue what had just happened.

“Ev, what the hell?” she yelled at me, and then turned to find her male friend on the floor, and her ex, Duke, standing there all sweaty and drunk.

I remember him saying something like, “You're mine, Brittonia. What the hell do you think you're doing?”

I found it odd that this poor guy thought that he was actually still with Brittonia when she probably just slept with him. She had that track record, but she would never, in a million years, make some guy think they were actually together unless they really were.

“Ugh! Duke, go to hell!” She walked away with me as security dragged Duke away.

The poor guy who was hit was long gone after that. It was probably in his best interest anyway.

“What a jackass!” Shelby found us.

“Clearly,” Brit agreed.

We all agreed we'd had enough of Throb, so we finished whatever it was we were drinking and tracked over to Liquid. It was a cool martini bar on the first floor, and the basement was a dance club. We grabbed some martinis. They had one hundred and six different flavors and as the bartender mentioned the most popular one: the girlscout cookie, I had to have it.

Brit was giving us the scoop regarding the V.I.P. section downstairs. Her slurred words reminded me that I had promised Joel that I would find my own way home, and I'd watch my back after Brit's third drink. The problem was, we were way past drink number three, and I didn't know what the hell I was doing anymore. All I knew was, I was drowning out pain and having fun doing it. In the process, I felt I was getting closer to Brittonia and that good person I saw inside, the side Joel never saw anymore. Despite the fact that she was going to get even more drunk and would probably leave me hanging, I knew 
there was a reason why she was the way she was. We kind of had that in common.

We single-filed down the red carpet stairs to the dance portion of the bar. Brit was adamant about getting us into the V.I.P. Section, which wasn't even that great anyway. It was closed off with velvet rope, so anyone
 could really get in there by hopping over. The only thing was, we would get a wrist band and red velvet couches to sit on. I wasn't sure what was drawing Brittonia to being over there, and I was really too drunk to put any more thought to it other than thinking she wanted in just because it was a challenge. Then I noticed a group of guys with the same build, same crew cut, and same stern faces, even the same kinds of beer. Military. And if anyone was a sucker for those guys, it was Brittonia.

Clara, Demi, and Shelby formed a circle around me and distracted me enough that we started dancing, slowly drifting to another part of the floor while Brittonia leaned against the pillar eyeballing the V.I.P. section. Her objective was to get one of the guys to invite her in, and that was exactly what happened. After a few songs, I twirled around to find Brittonia in my face with a new shot. I'd almost spilled my martini all over her, but luckily the glass was empty by then.

She slurred her words, and, as drunk as I was, I remember the slurring completely. “Here, s'nother birthday shot on me.”

I laughed at her. “What is it?” As if I cared.

“Jager, biatch,” she said as she clanked her shot glass against mine. Okay, so I said I didn't care, but honestly, Jager was a bad call for me, and it was especially bad for Brittonia. She was so far past gone I didn't even know how she was still standing, but I took the shot anyway. After that, I'd had enough to drink. I was done and just wanted to stop, which was not usual for me.

“Come on, Evika, you're losing it tonight. These poor men have served long and hard times for our country and they deserve some sort of reward.” She laughed maniacally, tugging at my arm.

“Brit, I wanna dance. I don't want to get stuck flirting with a bunch of guys tonight.
”

“Oh, you are such a baby.” She shoved my arm away. This was when I knew she was over her limit. It was typical. She'd found a flock of guys who would probably give us all rides home, but not before they dragged us to their place first and did God knows what with Brittonia and possibly one or two of the other bean poles.

“Brit, I'm not being a baby. I just don't want to go over there and sit on those dumb couches talking with those guys that only give a shit about getting laid tonight. I know your type. You scoped them out the minute we got here. I don't want to be a part of it. Why don't you just come and dance with me and the girls?” I held out my hand to her, hoping that would end the drama. I didn't want the night turning out badly.

She glared at me. I could see the extra Jager kicking in, and it wasn't going to be pretty. “My type?” Oh crap. “And what would you even know about my
 type, Evika? You don't even know your own
 damned type!”

I thought before speaking. “Brit, I'm sorry. I just mean we should stick together on the dance floor. You know what those guys are after. Let's just dance.” I tried explaining the best way I could and making a conscious effort not to wobble so much. I felt the warmth of the last shot consume my body.

“Well, just listen to the high and mighty Virgin Mary! She's calling the shots now!”

Getting agitated, I shook my head. “Brittonia, you're not making any sense at all. Please, just come dance.” The other girls had stopped dancing by that time, and surrounded us along with the rest of the small crowd forming.

“Oh, Evika. Get off your high horse. You have an excuse for everything. Don't lecture me about what's right and wrong or what I should be doing.”

Confused, I looked at her. Most of what she said I could hear clear as a bell, but part of me just wondered if the music was making the conversation a bit more intense than it really was. At least, that's what I'd hoped.

“Brit, what are you talking about?
”

“Ugh! Forget it.” She shooed me away. “Come on, Clara,” she said as she grabbed Clara's boa and started walking back to the V.I.P. section, dragging Clara like a puppy. A drunk, wobbling puppy.

I could have just let it go then. It would have been forgotten. Whatever the hell that outburst was, it would have been done with. It was just Brittonia and her subconscious thoughts surfacing after the plethora of poisons we'd been drinking the whole night, but the idea of her walking away unscathed started to make my blood boil.

“Hey!” I yelled to her. Brit turned slightly, losing her balance, and gave me her attention. You know that turning point in a conversation when you could just end it and be done with it, but there is that window of opportunity that presents itself to you, coaxing you to take it a step further? That moment when the don't-do-that
 guy just happens to be on vacation? This
 was one of those moments.

“What the hell is up your ass all of a sudden, Brittonia? I mean, besides one of their
 dicks later tonight,” I gestured to the V.I.P. section. Oh, my mouth.

Her jaw dropped. Oh, crap...again. I just didn't know when to keep my trap shut sometimes. She darted over to me, and I almost flinched, thinking I would have to block a punch or some kind of cat-fight cheap shot, but she only bore her eyes into mine, staring me down. We could hardly focus on each other anymore, but what she said to me next hit me harder than a blow to the face.

“At least I know how to move on in life, Evika,” she said through her teeth.

I looked at her, my eyebrows raised. “What the hell is that
 supposed to mean?”

“Oh please. You've put everything in your life on hold because you can't get over her. Three fucking years, Evika. It's time to move on for God's sake!”

I wasn't expecting her to say anything like that at the club, on my birthday and in the middle of that crowd. Was this whole night out a ploy that involved more than just herself? Was her plan to get me out so I wouldn't stay home and sulk, thinking about my mother? Yes, in her own weird, funky way, it was believable. For me, at least. Still, she 
pushed me over my limit, and aside from that, I was
 over my limit. I was done. I needed to go home to get away from the crowd. The night had taken a turn for the worse, and I was partly to blame.

I composed myself, battling with my arms not to rise up and strangle her. It took every ounce of energy I had to contain my rage; I had no idea what it was that was stopping me from throwing her to the floor and beating the crap out of her face. Then my senses reminded me that Brittonia had lost her mother to cancer while we were still in high school, right around the time everything changed. There were so many things I could have said to hurt her, so many things I could have mustered up to just get her where it hurt, but I managed to fight back my emotions and said only what I could.

“Wow, Brittonia. You sure as hell know how to throw a birthday party.” I glared at her. “But you know what? You're way better at ruining one.” Then I started walking away. I gave the other girls my “I'll see ya” look and headed for the stairs.

“Where the hell are you
 going?” Brittonia shouted through the music.

I turned to give her one, last look and a clear view of my middle finger. “Nowhere with you.
” I stomped my way through the crowd to the stairwell and pushed through the bodies of people on my way up. It was like being lost in a herd of cattle. People were coming in, but I just wanted the hell out.

I finally made it to the main level. Cooler air hit my face but still not enough to bring me back to sanity. I started to feel the heat rise in my blood. Did the night have to turn out this way? Should I have just stayed home and not given Brittonia a chance? What was I thinking?

She'd brought up my mother, and that was what stung the worst out of anything. It was the pain I'd tried to tame for those few hours, and now it was thrown back to the forefront. The hurt I was trying to avoid, along with the alcohol, was a horrible combination only waiting to see what I'd do next. I didn't disappoint.

I'd finally made it to the outside and leaned against the wall of the building to catch my breath. I felt flustered and closed in. I took in the air as if it were something new to me. I filled my lungs, and 
when I inhaled I smelled the smoke from a group of people nearby. It was a habit I had kicked for almost a year, but tonight was an exception. I stumbled over to the group. There were three guys and a girl.

“Listen, I know it's annoying when people bum cigs, but can I please have one?” I asked them.

Two of the guys who were facing the other direction turned to face me and looked me over from head to toe.

“Sure, cutie,” one of them said as he pulled out one of his Marlboro Lights. At least, I think that's what it was. “You need a light, too?” he asked as he handed me the cigarette.

“Yeah,” I answered as I placed the smoke in my mouth.

He lit the tip for me. “So, you probably quit and can't stand it, right?”

“You guessed it. Tonight is just not my night.” I turned to walk away. “Thanks, again.”

“Not a problem.” He raised his cigarette as if saluting me. “Glad I could help a fellow smoker,” he said with a laugh.

“I quit,” I muttered to myself.

I continued walking down the sidewalk, trying to map out through my head what the best route home would be. Either way, it was a long walk. I figured it would be okay for me to use that time to cool down. I was still huffing. Inhaling the smoke deeply into my lungs, I felt a new buzz overthrowing my old one. I was angry at Brittonia for being her stupid, drunk self. I was angry at myself for letting her get to me. I even started getting angry at the other three girls for acting like puppets and doing whatever Brit wanted them to do. In fact, she didn't even have to say anything to them anymore; they just followed suit with whatever she did.

After replaying the night's events in my head, I felt a new rage overtake me once again, one of mixed feelings that I couldn't dissect. It was a feeling of anger, meshed with guilt, hurt, and pain and it enveloped me, mostly in my chest. I blamed it on the cigarette, but I knew it was because I was thinking of her
. My mother would have been so furious with me that I'd been smoking that cigarette. I could 
see her disappointed expression, shaking her head at me and looking concerned.

“What?!” I yelled into the air. “You can't grant me this one
 vice for right now?” Tears came to my eyes, and once I blinked, the image was gone.

I thought about the people who passed me on the street. I'm sure they thought I was a total nutcase. For one, I was yelling into the air at my imaginary mother, and second, I was a young girl in a short skirt walking downtown, alone, sort of aimlessly.

Yes, alone. Did I mention alone?
 I was such a great target for disaster. I'd almost wished someone would just come and snatch me up and take me away. A few blows to the head and I wouldn't feel a thing. I'd be out cold for a while. Maybe they'd kidnap me, make me change my name and I'd get that weird Stockholm syndrome. Wow. That'd be a story. However, I thought about it, and honestly, I would have preferred the scenario where they just did what they wanted with me while I was drunk, then killed me, and dumped me off into the nearest ditch. That was what I really wanted, an excuse to die, an excuse to stop the pain that I couldn't drown out with the vices I normally used.

I continued walking toward home and finally came to a street I recognized. I was getting closer, but home was only secondary to what I yearned for after realizing I was near the liquor store closest to my apartment. I checked my phone. It was almost one o'clock, but if I hurried, I'd be able to get in there and grab something. I remembered my wadded-up twenty Brit had placed in my bra. It had been poking at my breast since we were at Throb.

“Okay,” I said to the wrinkled twenty as I tried flattening it out over my knee. “You're all I have left, Mr. Jackson. But if you can be enough to get me one last hoorah in a bottle for my birthday, you will go down in history. I promise.”

What the hell was I doing? Talking to a dead president? Bribing him to pay for even more poison? I knew I was done. Gone. Finished. Completely and utterly annihilated. But I did not care.

The little bell chimed as I walked in. I didn't even bother 
gesturing a “hi” to the clerk. I just scoped out the shelves for something that would be worth my efforts. I contemplated arguing the ridiculous pricing of some of my favorite hard-cores, but then I just settled for a couple of mini-bottles of flavored vodkas and actually had enough left over to buy a lighter and some Basics to smoke along the way home again. I couldn't tell you what the clerk looked like. I don't think I even looked up at him. The counter was very blurry, and so were his hands when he placed the seventeen cents in my palm.

A good man would have stopped me and asked me questions, because I highly doubt that I was looking even close to sober. He didn't stop me.

A decent man would have, at least, called the authorities on me and given them my description, but no third-shift officer drove by me on my way home.

However, a wise man, like the one I'd just encountered, would mind his own business and go about his shift, not questioning the actions of a young girl walking in the night buying alcohol and cigarettes, right?

Nonetheless, a bit more sobered up after the walk home and the six chain-linked cigarettes, I was ready to battle my demons, ready to get angry again. I thought about the neighbors and how much they were going to hate me for blaring my music. I laughed. Oh, it was a dark laugh I hadn't heard from myself in a long time. I decided to dig up some old favorites and pulled out a dusty CD - Stabbing Westward: Darkest Days
. I could never part with that album. It spoke to me and was often what I'd listen to as I wrote some of my best prose and poems, but writing wasn't what I planned on doing.

I opened my bedroom window, wanting to be able to hear the music once I went up to the roof. I cranked the volume of the stereo up to its highest, knowing full well I'd not have much time left before people started beating on my door. I rolled my eyes at the thought.

I grabbed the mini bottles of vodka and my cigarettes, and sloshed up the metal stairs. As I lit a new cigarette, I hastily twisted off the cap of one of the bottles and tossed it onto the cement. What was I becoming? Was this my call for help? No one would be able to 
hear me over my damned music. I'd reached my breaking point. I was losing it. That is, if I hadn't lost it already.

I thought about loss and that empty feeling it left in those it touched. I thought about the part of my heart that was ripped out of me when she was taken away from me. It had been three years to that very day. They hadn't found the shooter, and I was left with a mess of a life, living it without her and living every damned birthday for the rest of my life, being forced to remember the agony of that excruciating day, a day I would re-live over and over and over again. A day that kept me from a different life that could have happened if only we'd walked out a few minutes sooner, or even a few minutes later. It would have just been somebody else. Not her.

I know I was being selfish and irrational, but my heart was still bleeding, and I couldn't move on. After her death, my direction was lost. I was undeniably lost. She was my compass, and she was taken from me. And for God's sake, on my birthday?

My eyes glared into space and filled with the relentless tears that I'd succumbed to. I threw my head back and downed the bottle. It went down like water, like nothing. I swallowed and kept my head toward the night sky, suddenly fixated on a new focus.

I pointed up to the air. “You!” I yelled as my throat closed. “You were the one who took her away from me! What is it that people say about you? You'll close a door, but leave a window open? I'm sorry, but I don't see it! Maybe you should be a little more clear about your plans for me because I don't see how the hell I'm supposed to carry on like this! Do you hear me?!”

I became frustrated when I didn't hear an answer, not that I was being rational. I didn't see what I was looking for...whatever that was. I tried being careful as I stepped up onto the edge of the wall. I didn't look down, knowing it would only make me sick and I'd lose my balance. Nine stories? Was I really doing this?

“Do
 you hear me?! Why can't you just show me what the hell you want from me? Why did you have to take the one
 person I needed the most? She was all I had! Whatever damn merry-go-round you have 
me on, I want off! Just end it now, and show me what you want from me!”

My throat burned. I'd had enough. I just wanted to go to bed, cry myself to sleep, and deal with whatever consequences were in store for me in the morning. I wanted peace.

I took one last hit of my cigarette, looked at the empty bottle in my hand and started to cry again. The real tears of the ending night coming to release themselves. The token tears that fell along my cheeks would leave me tasting like salt in the morning. I lifted my foot to step down from the ledge that no drunken idiot should even be near, but I lost my footing.

It was at that very moment that I'd felt the jolt of fear surge through me like an unstoppable current. A rush that scared my nerves into complete and utter alertness. My senses were awakened, and my body felt a new high as I'd reached the moment of realization only too late. It was one step, and I'd missed it, falling backwards into the night air from that concrete ledge. I whipped past my window and watched it get smaller and smaller, leaving the sound of the music behind as one hundred thousand thoughts and images pounded through my mind.

I felt the fear.

I felt the denial.

But suddenly, I accepted it all in a matter of seconds; I was falling to my death, and there was nothing and no one there to save me.
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Death Becomes Me









I

t was strange how fast my mind worked in the small amount of time it was given to sort through its thoughts when forced to conclude a certainty. Everything was clear once I knew I was falling. Oh, it was going to hurt so badly, this death. I didn't want it, but I readied myself. I closed my eyes, preparing my mind and my body for what was coming next. I had no choice. I just thought of her and the comfort I'd feel once again when I first saw her, the one I'd hoped to see again once death claimed me. However, no matter how hard I tried, I still could not cage the scream that was within me. The wind whooshing past my ears was louder than the cry I made. Unable to hear myself, I shut my eyes tight.

“Evika,” I heard a voice, a familiar voice. Why did I know that voice? I kept my eyes closed as I continued to fall. That soothing voice I'd heard before was what I focused on, and then I hit; I hit hard. I felt everything break along with the concrete. My body throbbed, and my heart beat faster than it was ever meant to beat.

Then I blacked out.

I saw nothing.

I heard nothing.

I felt nothing
.

What seemed like moments later, I felt something over me, calming the senses as the pain peaked. “I'm taking the pain away.” I heard that voice, his voice, quietly whispering into my ear. Then I felt what I thought was a pair of hands, one on my chest and the other on my forehead. A wave of comfort washed through my entire body. I concluded I must be in the hospital by now. I wondered how it was even possible that I'd been rescued so quickly.

I hadn't opened my eyes yet; I was too afraid. I was surprised at how alert my mind was. There is no way my mind should be have been working after that fall, and there was also no way I should have been in anything but a body bag. I was unsure of how I was able to come to these conclusions rationally. I decided to muster my courage to at least open my eyes.

I viewed my surroundings by peeking through a small slit between the lids of my right eye. I saw only a bright light hovering over me. A round, blinding sphere of light pierced my sight and illuminated above me. Everything else was dark. I felt the warmth it radiated. Where am I?
 I thought. I couldn't move. I couldn't speak, and I couldn't grasp my environment enough to know exactly where I was. I became frustrated and stricken with panic. What is this light? Oh my God. Am I dead? Is this the light everyone talks about? I must be dead. The pain is gone, but why can't I move? Why am I not moving?


The panic took me over, and my heart raced once again. At least, I thought it was my heart. It felt like my heart, and it beat like one. It worked hard, but it was beating. What did that mean? Why am I alone?
 No sooner did the thought hit my mind that I felt the dark closing in on me once again. The peace washed through me, like morphine flowing through my veins. My eyes shut tight once more, almost forced. Even though it felt impossible to open them again, I vowed that I wouldn't even try. I just wanted to go to wherever it was I was supposed to be. Please God, take me,
 I thought. Then it was black and silent
.

“Mouska!” I heard her scream. Why is there so much pain in her voice?


The black was still all I could see, but I went in and out of it, hearing pieces of conversation between her voice and the voices of other people. I heard sirens, clanking, the banging of doors being opened and shut, squeaking wheels, metal objects hitting each other; I heard it all.

“Where did she fall from?” one of the voices asked.

“I do not know. I heard loud music,” her voice was frantic. “Evika lives on ninth floor. I went in with extra key to tell her....to tell her she is disturbing neighbors and saw open window. I look out window and I see her ---” she broke off and started sobbing.

I wanted to jump out of my skin. I wanted to run into her arms and hold her and tell her I was fine. I didn't even know if I was fine, but I felt like I was. I felt like if my senses were back, I would have been able to just get up and walk away.

I thought of the quote, “I think, therefore, I am.” Was this what death was like? Was that true? Would I just be some floating mind, hearing all of the living conversations around me?
 I felt like I was going to go insane. It was killing me that I had no control over my body and no control over my sight. I heard the sirens once again, but it was as if I were moving, and they were moving along with me. My eyes would not budge; opening them was an impossibility.

I heard her close to me, still crying, whispering a broken up prayer in Russian into my ear. My blindness frustrated me, and I became overwhelmed by the sirens once again....and the prayers....and then the radio conversation over the speaker and more clanking. The roar of an engine was startling. I realized I was not in the hospital like I thought I was. What does this mean? Where are they taking us?
 The panic took over again. It was too much, and I shut down into darkness.

It was a longer darkness this time, but during this one, I was able to dream for a while. It wasn't one of the dreams I could control, but I 
was grateful to just have something to see. I was mobile in this dream and I found myself sitting under the willow tree at our old house, the one I remember from my childhood. Everyone always used to say that the willow trees looked sad, but I always disagreed. When the wind blew, the willows would all point in the same direction so freely, then they'd sway back to their hanging position. There was a contentment in the tree compared to the other ones. The wind always blew through them and sent the leaves into a panic, but not my willow tree. I always felt safe under the willow. It was always where she could find me. I'd grab blankets and sheets and make forts under it for the entire day while I sat and colored and hummed tunes of my favorite songs.

As I was remembering those moments, I inhaled and smelled the crisp, spring air. A hint of freshly cut grass hit my olfactory sense and brought me back to a time when she had just cut the lawn with the push lawnmower. I caught a glimpse of her taking off her grassy gloves and walking over to me, smiling radiantly. Her hair shined auburn in the sun light, but the closer she got, the more she faded. I started to cry as I looked for her, trying to hold the image of her in my mind as long as I could before it was gone.

“Mommy?” I called for her in a whisper. I felt like a child calling for her and realized I was a child in this memory as I sat there. What was this sick cycle my mind was taking me on? I didn't want to relive parts of committed memories if they were going to hurt. I'd hurt for way too long already.

I waited for more. I held my knees into my chest and slowly scoped the yard through my blurry eyes, waiting for her to appear again. Waiting, hoping, anticipating glimpses of her were all that kept me sane. My anticipation made me forget about the fall, the sounds of breaking pavement and bones, the sirens, the Russian prayers, and Ms. Makerov's strained voice. My stupidity of the previous night. The alcohol. The dancing. The arguing. The pain. Oh God, that pain. That emptiness that, no matter how hard I tried to fill, nothing made it go away. Nothing. I'd been so hollow without her.

I was afraid to get angry again, fearing that I was being tested by 
God Himself. Maybe the glimpses were meant to be a test, my last trial. He was taunting me with her
 because He knew the memories would get to me, and could be used to enrage me, and as soon as I screwed up, wham!
 I'd be cast into some deep, black abyss, all alone for eternity. My own hell.

I laid my head on my knees and stared at the neighbor's fence as I let the tears fall. The familiar dog on the other side was pacing from one end to the other. I watched the black lab's paws under the fence, and I was reminded of the time my mother and I had gotten Beau, a Shepard-collie mix. Not even meaning to buy a dog, we'd gone to the pet store and saw him. We were just trying to kill time before heading to a movie that afternoon. We'd played with him for over an hour before leaving without him. We'd asked the store questions about him: where he came from and how long they had him. We sat in the car for twenty minutes in that parking lot, contemplating heading to the movie or buying a dog. We'd finally decided. If we went to the movie, came back after lunch, and he was still there, then it was meant to be. Three hours later, we pulled into the parking lot of the pet shop once again to see that dog patiently sitting at that front window, as if he knew we would come back for him. We took him home that day and never regretted bringing him home. He became the “man of the house.”

But Beau was not in this memory as I sat under the willow tree. There came a point when I didn't even know which memory my mind was trying to relay to me because my mother's image was gone. She didn't come back. Nonetheless, I was calm. I wouldn't call it “at peace,” but it was calm, wherever I was. I tried rationalizing my experience. I concluded I was in a death transit. Maybe it was some sort of waiting room until I got to the pearly gates. Maybe the transit to Heaven was your mind reliving its most fondest of memories until you get to the real thing.

“Hello,” a voice said right next to me.

I jumped and turned my head away from the pacing dog to see him sitting in the grass, leaning back on his hands, sporting a dark, leather jacket with his legs stretched out and crossed in front of him. 
It was that mysterious stranger who'd made his appearance in a dream once before. I looked at him, into his dark, emerald eyes, and didn't say a word. The questions that ran through my mind were too fast-paced in order for me to pick one to speak coherently.

“I see you're having difficulty with the glimpses. That's understandable, considering the condition you are in right now,” he said. “I'd like to help.”

“C-Condition?” I finally spoke. “I don't understand. You mean I'm
 causing this?”

“The failed glimpses? Yes, but like I said, it's understandable. Not only is your body going through quite a bit of trauma at the moment, it goes without question that your mind is too.”

I looked at him incredulously and then glanced around the memory of the yard and the willow tree before meeting his eyes again. “Where am I?”

“You're in the memory realm. It's a safe place for you to be right now until you can go back.”

“Back?” I wasn't following.

“Yes, back to your body. Right now, it's in no condition for you to manifest, so you are safer here. But you will be ready soon.” He smiled sincerely.

I shook my head, trying to make sense of his words. “I don't understand. Back to my body? Am I---”

“Dead? Technically, yes. You are doing what is known as 'crossing.' I'm here to keep you in this twilight for a while, until you can go back.” He winced at a thought. “Believe me, you don't want to go back right now.”

He seemed so advanced in the topic of the conversation, while I was still stuck on the whole where am I
 part. I just stared at him.

He grinned. “It's okay. We can get into all the details later. Right now, I need to distract you while you are waiting. Did you want to stay here, or did you want to plant into another memory? Just think of it, and I'll get you there.” That five-hundred watt smile crossed his face.

Before I could even finish the thought, I was already there. I 
blinked, and it appeared, the living room of our old house. I saw myself sitting on the floor with my mother. We were coloring together and watching cartoons. It was an episode of Tom and Jerry. Jerry had just branded Tom under his tail with a hot iron, sending Tom through the ceiling as smoke trailed behind him. The mark of a V was left on his bare skin once the fur had finished burning.

“Mommy?” My small, four-year-old voice echoed with a question to her. “Is that what happened to me?” I lifted my arm to show the birthmark on my right wrist. As I observed the memory, I, too, looked at my own wrist and rubbed my thumb across the mark.

“No, sweetie. That's called a birthmark. You were born with it. Your daddy has one just like it.” Smiling, she cleared a piece of hair from my face.

“I didn't get burned by a mouse like Tom?” I asked, focusing on the cartoon once again.

My mother giggled. “No, silly. You didn't get burned. It's just a mark that makes you special.” She went back to picking a new crayon and then leaned into the “little me” and whispered, “I think it looks like a negative zero.”

My little eyes widened and looked up at her. “Like a number, Mommy?”

She smiled down at me. “Yup, just like a number.”

I watched the two of us color for a few more moments, still tracing the mark on my wrist with my thumb. I hadn't noticed the tears streaming down my cheeks until I tasted the salt. I blinked a few times to clear my eyes, hardly conscious of the next memory my mind was trying to replay.

I was suddenly standing in the rec room of the house, and I saw her sitting at the piano with a little girl about the age of seven. It was she and I. I watched them sit together while my mother played one of her favorite songs. The music coming from the Yamaha was a song from Phantom of the Opera. The “little me” watched her fingers and where they were going on the piano keys. When the song was over, my mother moved to the side to let me have the middle of the bench. I started playing slowly, figuring out the chords of the beginning of 
the song, getting most of them right, and sounding them out in memorization.

She chuckled lightly and shook her head. “I don't even know why I try to teach you how to read the music. You don't even need the notes, smarty-pants.”

The “little me” just laughed and kept going, correlating all of the chords. My mother sat there and watched in awe with that radiant smile I'll always remember.

“You have many others, you know.” His voice startled me again. I turned to see him standing in the threshold of the doorway, leaning against the frame and watching the memory with me.

“I know.” I half-smiled as I looked back at the two at the piano. “But this is one of my favorites.”

“I know it is,” he said.

I cleared some tears from my cheeks before turning to face him once again. “So, are you ever going to tell me what this walk down memory lane is all about?” I asked him.

He broke into a boyish grin. “Of course. It's your right to know now. I'm your Guardian Angel.”

I paused before speaking. “You were in my other dream, too.”

“Your other
 dream?” he questioned.

“Yeah, I mean, this is sort of a dream too, right?”

He shrugged with a smirk. “If you say so, and yes, I was in your dream the other night.” He raised his brow. “You know, the one when you didn't want to know my name?”

Chagrined, I stood.

He held out his hand to me. “I'm Hayden.”

I held out my hand to shake his. “I'm...”

“Evika.” His smile widened. “Yeah, I know.” He laughed lightly as he grasped my hand firmly, shook it, and then released it. The gesture felt so strangely proper.

“Right,” I said. Duh.
 “Hayden,” I said his name aloud. “I like that name. It's different.”

“Thank you...I think.”

“I do have another one. A memory, I mean,” I declared
.

“As you wish,” he said. The environment around us whirled as we stood in place. The blurs of the images looked like they would have made me dizzy, but they didn't affect me at all. I blinked and we were standing next to a blue Buick Skylark. It was the car I remembered from most of my childhood. It was sitting in the parking lot of Big Spot department store. It was exactly the memory I wanted. I saw myself at the age of nine in the backseat of the car, swaddled up in blankets and coughing as I read a Judy Blume book. A box of tissues at my feet and Beau by my side. I walked up close to the rear window and saw Beau turn his head and stare straight at me....or through me? I froze for a moment, hitching my breath and wondering if he did, in fact, see me. Then I watched him return to his formal position, laying his head back into the lap of my younger self. I breathed again.

“He can't see you, you know? These are only glimpses,” the angel declared, “like a rewind of everything that already has been.”

I looked around to take in the scenery. Random cars pulling in and out of the parking lot. People dressed in their fall coats, carrying plastic bags and pushing shopping carts. The wind blew, and the leaves danced around me and the angel. It was the fall season, exactly as I remembered it.

“This is it.” I looked at Hayden. “This is the memory.” Unchanged, he looked at me. My eyes moved to the store building. “Can we?” I asked him.

“Go inside? Yes, we can go in. Remember, no one can see you.”

I started walking briskly, eager to find her inside the store. A red truck backed out hastily without giving me time to dart out of the way. It glided right through my body, and I froze. It didn't stop. It kept moving along as if nothing were in its way.

Hayden gave me a know-it-all smirk. “Told you.”

I checked my body. I was fine. Of course,
 I was fine. I was only dreaming. I looked at him to see his expression change to a patronizing smile. Then I continued walking.

“We'll have to work on this trust issue,” he poked.

“Why is that?” I shot him a look. I don't know why he got to me with that comment. I tried determining if it was his cockiness that 
bothered me or if it was the fact that I was so determined to get into that store to see my mother again, and he was partly a distraction. I guess it was a bit of both.

“Because we have a long road ahead of us, you and me.” He put his hands into the leather pockets of his jacket and continued walking.

We were finally in the store. I knew exactly where to go. I herded through the crowd by the main entrance and headed to aisle seventeen where the toys and kids arts and crafts were. You would have thought that someone smacked the back of my knees to make me drop, but seeing her whip around the corner and feeling her walk right through me made me fall to them. I gasped as I inhaled her scent. It was a mix of her Suave hairspray and her freshly-laundered clothing. I hyperventilated, whipping around on my knee caps so as not to miss her next step.

“Sh-She walked right through me.” I grabbed my jacket collar and pieces of my hanging hair and held them to my nose. “I can smell her! She's all over me!” I cried. “I even felt and heard her heartbeat,” I rambled.

I put my hands to my chest, sat back on my feet, and watched her in awe. She headed toward the Play-Doh, list in hand, along with about five other things she'd grabbed from the previous aisles during her shopping spree. She found an empty cart sitting in the aisle, claimed it as her own, and dumped all of her items into it.

I laughed as I cried my tears. I remembered being so upset and worried that she'd taken so long while I sat in the car, and now I was seeing these very moments that kept her from coming back out in a timely manner. There were many distractions.

“Oh, my gosh,” my hand went to my mouth. “I remember. That's the list I wrote her. I was so sick, and she wanted me to write down some ideas, things for her to get me at the store to keep me occupied while I was home from school. She had me rest in the car with Beau while I waited for her.” I shook my head as I watched her. “That list was ridiculous, and she bought every item on it. She wasn't supposed to.
”

I'd forgotten that Hayden was behind me until he spoke. “You were sick. She wanted to make you happy,” he said to me quietly.

“She spoiled me,” I corrected him.

“You were sick,” he repeated.

I shook my head in disapproval, still watching her go through the colors of the Play-Doh, grabbing one of every color. “I didn't have to be sick. She would have done it anyway.”

He watched her with me and thought for a moment. She stood on her toes and reached into the very back of the shelf, stretching her arm for the last tub of orange Play-Doh.

“Okay, maybe not so many colors,” he joked with a caring tone, “but, you're right; she still would have.”

I smiled at him for humoring me.

I followed my mother's every move. She must have taken another half-hour packing that cart finding new things to throw into it. Markers, colored pencils, construction paper, and even some stickers. Her last stop was the medicinal aisle where she stocked up on cherry flavored cough drops. I couldn't stop my heart from beating with the excitement it felt as I watched her. I wanted so badly to be able to run into her arms and hold her again. It hurt to know that I couldn't. I tried not letting myself get carried away, but I got as close as I could, walking through the check-out line with her. She let a short, gray-haired lady carrying a heavy bag of dog food go in front of her. I smiled widely and shook my head.

“No wonder you took so long,” I whispered to her.

I followed her back out to the car. She parked the cart next to the side of the Buick, running to the back door where I was sitting. I'd been crying, my face blotchy and red. The book was on the floor, and Beau was on all fours barking out the rear window, as if yelling at my mother to hurry.

“Oh my!” She swung the back door open. “Evika, honey, what's wrong?”

“Mom, I didn't know where you were. You took so long. I was afraid something happened to you in the store,” I cried harder
.

“Oh, I'm so sorry, honey. I thought you would have taken a nice, long nap while you waited for me.”

“I was waiting forever! What if someone took you away, and I was still sitting out here?” I sobbed in hysterics.

My mother scooted into the seat holding out her arms. “I'm safe, sweetie, and I'm right here. Nothing is gonna happen to me.” The nine-year-old version of me proceeded to move in and embrace my mother, shaking. She gave a quick scratch behind the dog's ear. “I thought Beau-Beau would make you feel safe.”

“I wasn't worried about me,” I sniffed.

She leaned down and kissed my forehead. “I'll never leave you again. I promise.”

After a few moments, my mother put the bags in the trunk, and they drove away, leaving me and my angel standing in the empty space of the parking lot.

He folded his arms and cocked his head. “Wow, you were pretty upset with her.”

I looked at him with narrowed eyes. “I was nine,” I said sharply. “You would be upset too if she was all you had left.”

He gave me a solemn look. “I didn't say you didn't have a right to be upset, Evika.”

I turned away from him to find the tail end of the Buick driving out into the busy road, and I sighed. “As much as I like seeing her again, it really hurts to relive this stuff, especially since I can't interact with her.”

“Okay.” Hayden shrugged. “What did you want to do?”

I thought for a moment. “Can we just go back to that tree for a while? I thought maybe I could---”

The environment whirled once again as we stood in place. We were under the same willow tree I'd asked for, but this time the piano was sitting there with a pen and notebook placed neatly on the bench. I stood there, speechless.

“Is this what you wanted?” Hayden asked with a grin.

“How did you do that?” I asked, staring at the piano. “How did you know?
”

“I told you I was here to help. These are all parts of your memories. The piano. The tree. Even that notebook there.” He pointed to the bench.

I cautiously made my way to the bench, picking up the pen and notebook. It was one of the journals my mother bought for me. I flipped through the pages. It was empty, one I hadn't used yet. I turned to the inside cover and found her perfect, cursive writing:

With love, to my Evika, on her sixteenth birthday. This is to be filled with wonderful thoughts, as all your journals are. Love always, Mom.

“I can leave you here if you would like so as not to disturb you while you write,” he said. “I'm assuming you're planning on playing....and jotting down some lyrics?”

I turned to him. “I was.” He nodded and then turned to walk away. “But,
” I emphasized the word to get him to turn back around, “you don't have to leave if you don't want to. I don't mind,” and I didn't.

He smiled widely. “I knew I was growing on you.” He chuckled and lay on his back under the shade of the willow, his arms behind his head.

I shook my head and sat on the bench, grazing the ivory keys lightly with my fingers. I played one chord and that was all it took. The music continued freely and uninterrupted as if I'd been practicing the same song for years. It came to me so simply, so raw. All of the lyrics were in my head and poured out onto the unused journal:

Goodbye, Sanity

chorus:

Gone somewhat crazy

Kind of jaded, in a way

Lost somewhere between heaven and higher

While my head plays games all day

Another perfect ending

To another faulty vision

Goodbye, Sanity

I've got a new religion

All I could ever do is cr
y

I know how crazy I must seem

The last thing I had left

Was to hold onto broken dreams

Maybe I could glue them back together

To see if I could ever hope again

I'd probably grow wings faster

Than ever getting those back in hand

chorus

So, what does sanity really sound like?

Did I ever really know?

I probably did at one time

But I am far from it now

It's kind of sad

How fast something becomes your god

It makes you forget your worries

And helps you forget your flaws

chorus

The world stopped turning long ago

At least, it did for me

I guess we all go blind for a while

Before we really get to see

I hummed the words to the music and got it down perfectly as I played. I lost track of the time. The sun didn't move from the sky. Maybe there was no night here, but I didn't care enough to ask. I finally stopped playing and turned around to see him still lying on the grass, propped up on his elbow, and watching me. I blushed.

“You really are a Jack-of-all-trades, aren't you?” he asked, sounding slightly taken aback.

I looked at him, questioningly. “What do you mean?”

“I mean this stuff just seems to come to you as if you already had it. Artwork, words, your voice, the music....everything.” He chuckled. “It's like you got smacked by the talent wand too many times.”

“Please.” I blushed again. “Just my outlet, I guess.”

Hayden walked over to the bench and sat next to me. “It's who you are. It's all still part of you. Everything you've ever done, seen, 
heard, it's all in here with you. This place gives your mind the ability to replay everything it remembers, but it is also a place in which new thoughts can be created - like a canvas, and they will go back with you when you return.” His smile started to fade. “Which reminds me. I think it's about that time now.”

“Time for what, exactly?”

He raised his eyebrows. “Time to send you back.”

I looked at him incredulously. “You mean it's time for me to wake up?”

He laughed. “If you're still stuck on the whole dream thing, I'll play along,” he chortled. “So, yes, it's time to wake up.”

I blinked, and he disappeared.

Everything was gone. The yard, the willow tree, the piano, and even my journal. I stood in an endless, white nothingness in silence, waiting.

The angel appeared once again in front of me with his boyish grin. “I'll see you soon, Evika.”

Then, in an instant, it was black. I turned my head, my eyes....nothing was there. I reached out in front of me. Nothing. I made sure to keep my eyes open, waiting for something to see. Soon, I felt the pull of gravity shift behind me. I saw something white high above me as I lay flat on my back on something soft, comfortable, warm. I focused on the white object above. It consisted of flat squares with small holes.

A ceiling.

I gasped as if I hadn't breathed in so long, jerking my body and thrashing my head around to see more of my surroundings. Then I was suddenly calmed by the echoes of a familiar voice, a voice that sounded very near.

“Mouska? Mouska!” The lovely Russian accent made my heart swell.

I blinked. My eyes felt heavy. I tried moving my stiff neck in the direction of her voice, to enable myself to see her face. She was clapping and dancing in a circle and chanting some Russian song before she darted to my side. Her hands went to my cheeks
.

“Nurse! She wakes! Evika wakes!” Ms. Makerov yelled out to the hallway. “Oh, Mouska, it's been so long for you to sleep,” she said with tears filling her deep, brown eyes. “I so happy to see you wake!”

I finally found my voice and tried to smile. I was sore all over. “Ms. Makerov, I'm so happy to see you. I'm at the hospital? How long have I been out?”

She tensed up. Her eyes told me she wasn't sure if she should tell me or not. “It's been long time, Mouska. Four months you sleep.”

My eyes widened. “Four months?!
” How was that possible? The heart monitor sped up, beeping loudly. I was becoming observant of the rest of the items in the room.

“Yes, I so sorry. I stay here whole time, waiting for you to wake.” Her voice quieted. “Evika, I pray each time I see sun rise and set. Each day, I pray for you.” Her eyes squeezed her tears away.

I lifted my hand to her warm, wrinkly cheek. I was sore with every movement I made. “I'm here now, Ms. M.”

A nurse came dashing into the room. I changed my focus to a young girl around my age. She gasped. “Well, I'll be....” she muttered in her slight Southern accent as she flitted over to the bedside and moved some of the machinery out of the way. “Miss Stormer, how are you feeling?” she asked.

“I don't think I know yet,” I joked, but it was an honest answer.

She laughed lightly. “Well, it is certainly nice to finally meet you....awake. I've been one of your nurses since you got here. My name is Ember.”

I smiled. “Hi, Ember.”

“I know this is a pain,” she said sweetly, “but we are going to have to get your vitals so I can call the doctor to head in.”

“I'll cooperate. I'd love to know that I have a heartbeat and the flow of blood after just finding out I've been out for four months.” Saying that fact out loud made me bulk. I thought about my job. I wondered if they thought I'd just skipped town or if someone had informed them. I decided I'd worry about it all later. I was still coping with the fact that I had been in the hospital for so long. I then 
thought about what got me here: the fall, that terrible, certain death, that nine-story plummet. Why was I still even alive?

Four months ago. May ninth. I calculated the new month in my head. September.
 I glanced over at the date on the wall by the dry erase board where all of the daily nurse info was for my room. September 11. Great
. I practically died on my birthday, blacked out, and woke up four months and two days later on the anniversary of one of the most tragic events in U.S. history. I sighed.

“Ms. M. here's been by your side every, single day. She's not missed a one.” Ember smiled at Ms. Makerov, who was holding my hands.

I smiled at the Russian woman I loved so much. “I believe it.”

Ms. Makerov patted my head. “You rest, Mouska. I make few phone calls and be back.” Then she shuffled out of the room and down the hall.

Ember unwrapped the Velcro from my arm. “Blood pressure looks good so far. Do you need anything for the pain?”

“Oh,” I squirmed a bit in the bed, checking the status of my body. I was very sore all over. “As long as it isn't too strong, I'm up for something to take the edge off as long as it won't knock me out.”

She chuckled. “Believe me, what we give you for the pain won't be nearly as powerful as the drinks you had the night you came in.”

Remembering, I looked up at her. “Yes,” I said seriously. “I can remember most of it.”

“Do you?” Concerned, she studied at me. I nodded. Her head lowered as she spoke. “When they brought you in that night, almost everything wrong with you would have taken a miracle to fix. Your blood-alcohol level was outrageous. Aside from casting almost every bone, they had to pump your stomach and get you clean before any of the surgeries.”

She turned away and narrowed her eyes, as if remembering another thought. “Dr. Crusoe said it would have been impossible for you to survive that fall and impossible to heal as quickly as you have. He said that impact should have been the end of you. The paramedics caught the moment that your heart stopped, but then it 
started back up on its own and just kept going....barely, but it kept going.”

She looked at me again, intently. “In the first few weeks, this hospital was swarming with news reporters trying to get a glimpse of you and your story. You are the miracle story around here, Miss Stormer.”

I looked at her in amazement that she would be so open to telling me these things, but it looked as though she had been waiting so long to be able to. Waiting for me to wake up to tell me that my survival was like magic. “Where was I for four months....mentally?”

She looked at me questioningly. “Well, only you could tell us that. All we had on this end was a comatose version of Evika Stormer.” She smiled sweetly at me again. Her cute, Southern drawl averted my attention. I was interested in a distraction at the moment.

“Ember, are you from around here?” I asked her.

“Oh, no,
” she waved her hand at me and chuckled. “My home state is Alabama, but my husband got transferred here to the area recently. The accent stuck.”

“You're married?” I asked, shocked. She looked so young.

She giggled at my expression. “I know. Barely twenty-two and married. Quite a Southern cliché, huh? And not only that...” she rubbed her flat belly, smiling, “there's a little one on the way, too.” She was beaming.

“Wow!” I breathed a laugh, even more stunned. “Congratulations. I can't even tell.” The laughing made me aware of the sore parts of my body.

“Aw, thanks, sweetheart. I found out just two weeks ago. Kyle and I are so excited.”

“I couldn't imagine having kids at this age,” I said. “I can hardly take care of myself.”

She chuckled. “Let me tell you, it was a shocker. But there is just something that clicks when you realize you are going to be a mommy. Everything just falls into place.” She beamed again, jotting down the vitals. “Everything happens for a reason.
”

I mirrored her warm smile. “That's something I've heard many times.”

“It's a good motto to live by if you don't have one already. I mean, look at you. A nine-story fall to the ground four months ago, and here you are, sitting in this hospital bed and talking to me. I'd sure say there is a reason for it.”

She patted me on the forearm. “Oh goodness, I better stop yapping and go get the doctor and your pain meds in here before they all come in and start their poking and prodding. It's just so refreshing to see you awake and well and talking like you are. It really is a miracle, Miss Stormer. It truly is.”

She left the room, and I nestled my head into the fluffy pillow I felt behind me, taking everything in. The sterile smell of the room, the daisies in the pink vase by the window sill. I hadn't noticed them before. I tried evaluating my disposition, questioning if I were still myself. I'd just spent four months dreaming away my life after dying-not dying. Dreaming of the memories consisting of the one person I wanted here with me the most. Dreaming of an imaginary, handsome guy who claimed to be my guardian angel and leading me through pieces of my life. Was that the way my mind rationalized the trauma? Was it giving me an ability to deal with the pain?

But why? Why did I survive that fall? Why not death? What was it that was so important for me to hang around on this God forsaken planet for a little longer just to drag myself through my daily life over and over again? My reason would show up sooner or later. I knew it. I felt it, just like that calm before the storm I knew too well. There was always a warning, and I was heeding it. My storm was coming...soon.
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M

y body had almost completely healed in the time I was “asleep.” By the time I had spent the first forty-eight hours out of my coma, I had met and been visited by every nurse and doctor known to the hospital, some not even assigned to my room. Nurse Ember was right, I was the talk of the hospital. I didn't really mind much at first since it kept me distracted.

Ms. Makerov visited me every day and even made a new batch of her soup for that hangover I was going to wake up with the day after my birthday. She brought a lot of art supplies from my apartment for me to keep busy along with my journal. A patient down the hall let me borrow his portable DVD player and movies when he wasn't watching anything, so I was grateful for that. He was quite the horror junkie, so most of the movies consisted of blood, guts, and gore. Again, I didn't mind. Nothing really phased me since I'd watched that stuff since I was young.

I was almost at the end of The Amityville Horror (Ryan Reynold's version) when I heard a girlie gasp at the entrance to my room. I hit pause on the player and turned my head to see her standing there with her hand to her mouth. I hardly recognized her with her hair in a simple ponytail, pink t-shirt with a white peace sign, and baggy 
jeans. Her painted toes barely showed under the bottom of the pants in her flip-flops.

“Brittonia?” I asked quietly. I don't even know what shocked me more: the fact that she was in “normal” clothing or the fact that she was actually in front of me.

“H-Hi, Evika.” Her voice was shaky as she raised her palm to me, almost as if to make peace before crossing the threshold. I acknowledged the irony after looking at her shirt once again. She slowly walked over to my bed, securing her purse strap to her shoulder as if it were going to jump from her and run away. Nerves?

“Ev,” she looked at me with deep concern, “I am so sorry for what happened.” She looked as if she was going to cry. In fact, the closer she got, the more I could see she looked like she'd already been crying.

“Brit---” was all I could get out before her tears started to fall.

“Evika, it's all my fault.” Her face tightened, and she let her tears cascade. “I should never have let you walk home like that. I should never have let things get that out of hand. I was so afraid you were gone, Evika. I tried getting a hold of you the next day, and I didn't even know what happened. I drove over to your place and ran into Ms. Makerov coming home from here, and she told me you were here.” She held her hands to her face and sat down in the chair next to the bed. “Evika, we didn't think you were going to make it. I was so afraid of losing---”

“Brit,” I said, grabbing her wrist. “I'm still here. I don't know how or why...but I'm here. Nothing is your fault,” I assured her.

She looked at me intensely. Her deep, brown eyes lightened with the salt water floating in them. She looked pitifully sorry. This girl was truly blaming herself. “Evika,” she said softly, still crying, “you never would have jumped if things went differently that night.”

I bulked, shocked by her words. “Wait, jumped? Brittonia, I didn't jump. I was just drunk and stupid and angry. I wasn't trying to kill
 myself. I also made that clear to the hospital when they were going to throw me up on floor six with the crazies.” I looked at her, waiting for her response, hoping she believed me
.

She stood with a confused expression. “I guess I just assumed.” I could see relief in her face. “Either way, I'm just so sorry for all of this.”

I sighed. “Please stop apologizing, will you? I'm gonna be okay. My heart's ticking fine, my vitals are good, my bones are healed. I'll be out of here and back to normal. I'm fine.” I shrugged, trying to make everything sound simple, but I knew it wasn't going to be.

She shook her head at me with an intrigued look in her eyes. “That's just it, Evika. You're fine. How are you fine? Even the doctors can't explain it. There's just no logic to this - how you're still here.”

I looked at her blankly as I thought of what to say. I really had no answer. “I don't know,” I said. “My number just wasn't up yet, I guess. I don't have the answer, and I wish I did.” I truly wished I knew the reason, but I just wanted to get out of there and move on with my life. I decided to divert my attention to something a bit more tangible.

“Enough of the 'should have been dead' talk, I need to focus on what the hell I'm going to do when I get out of here tomorrow.”

“You get discharged tomorrow?” she perked.

“That's what they said.” I was relieved just thinking about it. “The landlord hasn't called me back yet. I've left him about three messages since Friday. I have to find out if he's going to evict me or not.” I slammed my body back onto the inclined bed and sighed. “Ugh, I was already past due on my rent way before now, and my checking account is bone dry.”

Perplexed, she looked at me. “Didn't Ms. Makerov tell you?”

Oh no. I was afraid to ask. “Tell me what?”

“Evika, your rent has been paid up. We aren't sure how. That was the first thing I asked her once I saw her again and when we knew you were going to be in here for a while. I'd asked my dad to cover it all for you.” My eyes widened in shock. “I knew you were behind to begin with. When we went to the office they said they couldn't disclose anything about the rent except that it's been all paid up through the end of next month.”

My mouth remained agape as I listened to her. The wheels in my mind kept turning, trying to figure out who would have had the 
money to pay six months of my rent. I couldn't come up with one, single person.

“So,” she said, “you don't have a clue as to who it would be either, huh?”

I shook my head. “No idea,” I replied quietly.

“Maybe Ms. M. didn't want to bring it up until you questioned it. I mean, you've been through quite a bit in the last few days, I'm sure.”

“True,” I agreed and then looked at her in amazement, recalling the gesture she asked of her father. “That was really nice of you to go down there to try and bail me out, though.” I smiled.

She waved her hand at me. “No worries. If that wouldn't have worked, I was going to drag you and make you come live with me, but I figured that would have been a bit much, and you'd never agree to it anyway.”

“You're right. I doubt I'd agree to that arrangement.” We both laughed.

As the humor of that subject wore off, I remembered poor Joel. “Oh, my gosh, Brit. Have you talked to Joel? He must be worried sick about me. I tried calling him a few times, but I keep getting a funny disconnection recording.”

She looked at me and bit her lip. “That was going to be my next topic.” She looked concerned. “Ev, Joel took time off from school and flew out here about a week ago to see you. He emailed me once he got back two days ago and said his phone was shut off since he skipped out on the bills to help pay for the plane ticket. I emailed him back and told him I'd send him the money to get the stuff back up and running, but I haven't heard back from him. The first thing I put in the email was that you were awake.” She gave me a sad look. “Evika, he was heartbroken when he saw you.”

“Wait, you said he got back to Paris two days ago?”

She nodded. “Yes, the day you woke up.”

“Go figure.” I threw my hands in the air. “That's just my luck.” I felt anger inside me. The prickling in my eyes started.

“I know. That's what I said when Ms. M. called me the other day to tell me you were awake. I'd just driven him back to the 
airport for his flight.” She shook her head, thinking about it. “Bad timing.”

I sucked air. “Speaking of driving. Holy hell. I completely forgot about my car. Shit. It broke down that day we---”

Brittonia held up her hand to shut me up. “Now that
 I was able to help you out with.” She smirked. “My dad knows the guys at the impound lot that they took it to. Your little bug is recovered and back at your apartment parking lot. Oh, and it turns out, all you needed was a new battery. Consider it your belated birthday present.” She smiled brightly.

I looked at her and evaluated her disposition. She was being genuine. She was concerned, apologetic, helpful, and doing anything she could to try to make this situation better for everyone. I was proud of her, but I didn't really know what brought this whole new Brittonia about. It was like someone had slapped the brat out of her.

“Brit, why the change of heart?”

She looked at me questioningly. “What do you mean?”

“I mean just that, why the change of heart? Why are you being Miss Helpful all of a sudden and actually meaning
 to be?”

Her mouth gaped open, and looked offended that I would even say such a thing. Then she gave a confident look and finally answered.

“Evika,” she searched for the words, “after my mom died, I became callous to everyone. I never could figure out why you even put up with me, always giving me chances even after I'd ditched you or acted like a snob. You were always the one who defended me, even when I didn't deserve it.” She teared up, but looked me straight in the eyes. “Evika, I know it sounds cheesy, but I realized it was possible that I wouldn't have that one person in my life anymore that knows who I really am...the person I can count on to help me see who I really am.” She tried to smile at me, but still kept a solemn look.

I was shocked. “Brit, you don't need me around to know who you are.”

“Ev, we are two girls without our moms, and we will probably never get over it. I chose to be a nasty snob while I was still hurting, 
and you, despite your hurting inside, you never once treated anyone like I did. The whole time I was jealous of you, but I really admired you.”

I looked into her deep, brown eyes. She didn't look away; she kept them locked to mine, as if desperate for me finally to see it, this change. I smiled at her. “So, does this mean I've finally broken through the Brit-wall of darkness?” I chuckled to lighten the mood.

She followed my cue and smiled back at me. “I think the great wall has finally fallen.” Then she leaned into me and whispered. “But don't tell anyone. You're the only one allowed in right now.”

“Wow! I'm honored.”

We both laughed.

“So.” Brittonia shrugged. “How about I give you a ride home tomorrow?”

For the first time since I'd known her, I had one hundred percent faith in her that she'd come through for me. “That would be great.”

She grinned and stood, much more comfortable than she looked when she walked in. “Well, I'll clear my schedule tomorrow and hang out here all day till they kick you out, if you want. For now, I'll let you rest and finish watching Ryan Reynolds with an ax.” She laughed. “Believe it or not, I've got a date later, so I better go get ready.”

“A date, huh?” I raised an eyebrow. “What a surprise.”

“Yes. Quite the gentleman, this one. Not like the other guys. We actually do fun things, like go play putt-putt or driving go-carts. We even go bowling, and not once has he dragged me to a damn bar.”

“So what's his name?” I asked.

“Christian,” she said with an innocent simper.

I studied her face and smiled. “You totally like him.”

Brittonia sighed. “I'd be crazy not to. He gives me everything I want, and I haven't even had to sleep with him yet.”

My eyes widened. “Brittonia
!”

She laughed. “Oh come on, I had to give you some of the old Brit, didn't I?”

I rolled my eyes. “Have fun on your date.
”

“Plan to.” She strolled toward the door. “See ya in the morning, Ev.”

Oh, Brit?” I stopped her.

She turned around in the frame of the door. “Yeah?”

I held two fingers up and smiled at her. “Peace?”

Puzzled, she looked at me, then down at her shirt, and back up again while rolling her eyes. A smile formed as she shook her head. “Peace, Evika. See you tomorrow.”

I finished watching the movie and lay back in the bed. I thought about Brittonia maybe finally meeting the right guy, how things may be starting to look up for her like I'd always hoped. I thought about Joel and what he might be doing, how worried he probably was, and feeling salty about his leaving the same day I woke up after four months. I really missed him. I thought about the places my mind had taken me while I was in the coma; the wonderful memories of my mother that my mind replayed for me while I waited to come back.

Then I thought about him
. That handsome, dark knight who seemed to be keeping my mind stimulated by reappearing in my dreams lately. Coming out of nowhere, but always at the perfect moment, just when I really needed him. I wondered what it meant. I wondered if he were someone I'd known and had just forgotten about, and parts of him were just coming back to me, fragments of a person I once knew.

The image of him was impossible to forget. Those emerald green eyes, that dark hair and soft skin, and that five-hundred watt smile. I thought about the expression on Brittonia's face when she said her new boyfriend's name. I wondered if I'd ever feel like that or if I even wanted to.

“Hayden,” I said his name to myself. I liked the sound of it. I remember telling him I liked his name. I really did. I wondered if I went back to sleep if he would grace me with his presence once again. I was tired anyway and needed something to think about. I recalled his emerald eyes again, getting lost in them and imagined him lying in the grass under the willow tree while I played him a song.

But when I fell asleep, I dreamed of nothing.
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B

rittonia was there in the morning, as promised, and came in with a pair of my old jeans and a t-shirt for me to change into. I was so happy to get out of that hospital gown. I was finally discharged around noon, but even then, it still took forever to say goodbyes to all of the staff before leaving.

By the time I was wheeled down to the main lobby to wait for Brittonia to get the car, I was starving, so we drove to the nearest Denny's. I hadn't realized how much my stomach had shrunk, and I probably shouldn't have ordered the Grand American Slam breakfast for my first meal out of the hospital, but as always, my eyes were bigger than my stomach.

I was so happy to hear that Brittonia had a great date with Christian the night before. She told me all about it. I listened intently, but I was also just watching her talk and enjoying how taken she was with him. I don't think I stopped smiling about that the whole time. I was fascinated with the change in her. It was refreshing.

After we gorged ourselves, she dropped me off at my apartment. It was nice to be home, and it was even nicer not to have to worry about my overdue rent. I was still befuddled about that, wondering who would have paid it. When I walked into my place, it was neat and tidy 
and my fridge was stocked with various foods that Ms. Makerov said she would give me. She placed a few recipes and a handwritten note on the counter that read: “Welcome Home.”

I was happy to be out of the hospital, but it was so empty at home. After talking with the firm, they were letting me have my old job back, but I wouldn't start for another week. They wanted to be sure I had all my ducks in a row before coming back, which meant even more time to kill. I was starting to get antsy after being home for only two days. Ms. Makerov had flown back to Moscow for a wedding, and I didn't want to play helpless to Brittonia when things were really going well for her and the new guy. Joel's phone was still not working and the only means of communication I had with him was email.

My wifi was shut off, and I’d used up the allotted gigs on my cell phone, so I had to set out to find a place that offered free wifi. I set out for the library one evening. I figured a long walk would do me some good anyway. Fresh air. A nice breeze from the lake. It was on the cusp of getting chilly, but only cold enough that I had to wear my light army jacket. I'd been at the library for over an hour emailing Joel before the library closed.

I took a shortcut through the alley between the courthouse and one of the swanky hotels. The city was dead, but it was eight o'clock on a Wednesday night, so it wasn't much of a surprise to me. Most of the congestion would have been over by the university. I kept to the shortcuts to get back to my apartment quicker so I'd be able to catch some reruns of my favorite shows until I realized, not only did I not have Internet, I didn't have cable anymore either.

I sighed, but sent out a silent “thank you” to the mystery person who covered my rent while I was away. That was the most important thing, and I realized that, so I took my time walking back home.

I felt something cold and wet hit my ear and stopped to look up, holding out my hand. A light rain was starting to fall. I closed my eyes and welcomed the light drops on my face.

Then I heard the sudden roar of an engine behind me. I even felt the vibrations of it under my feet. There was a loud screech from the braking tires which, I'd imagined, had left a ten foot skid mark in the 
blacktop road. I turned to find him sitting on the massive Harley letting the engine idle. It was him, the one I'd been having dreams about. He was in that worn, black leather jacket, cupping a black helmet under his arm, his dark hair slicked back from the windy ride. His gorgeous, green eyes stared into mine as I waited for him to say something like, “Come with me if you want to live,
” but I came to realize my expectations were way off.

“Get on,” he commanded.

My eyebrow automatically raised. “Excuse me?” My hand went to my hip. Pushy
.

He let out a loud sigh, dropping his shoulders in frustration. “Listen,” he said. “We don't have time for you to fight me on this.” He held out the helmet in my direction. “Please
, get on.”

Hmm. The “please” was a little better, but what the hell? Was he crazy? Did he think I
 was crazy? I mean, seriously, I know I knew of him from some dreams for some reason, but I'm not some dumb girl who'd get on a bike with a stranger and ride off into the sunset. I honestly didn't feel like he would be the type who would chop me up into little pieces, eat me, and then throw my bones into a West Virginia ditch or anything. However, good feeling or not, his approach irked me.

“So, is this some new pick-up line for the girl-impaired I've missed out on in my four months of comatose? I'll break it to ya now, you come on a little too strong for my taste, but I'm sure you'll get it just right with the next girl.”

I started to walk away. I had
 to walk away. There was no way my curiosity was going to outweigh my sensibility, no matter how much I wanted to know about why I'd been dreaming of him, until he said, “You've already met me in your dreams, so why are you giving me so much trouble?”

I froze in my tracks and slowly turned toward him. “What? How do you---”

“You'll just have to trust me on this, Evika. You're not safe. We have to go now
!” He slammed the helmet down on the back of the bike and reached inside his jacket, pulling out some sort of weapon. 
It was black and had a barrel like a gun. He pointed it in my direction, and panic surged through me. Oh my God, is he the enemy? Were those dreams warning me that he would be the death of me?


Looking past me, he jerked his head and widened his eyes. I held my breath and froze in fear, trying to calculate my next move. I watched the weapon fire in his hand, slightly jerking his arm, but he kept it steady. The sound of whatever exited the barrel shot past my ear like a speeding bullet. My breathing and heart rate tripled. Did he miss?
 Then I heard snarling down the dark alley behind me. It sounded like it belonged to something big, gross and awful, something only the worst kind of nightmare could produce.

I managed to unfreeze enough to turn toward the bone-chilling shrieking coming from the end of the alley. I heard the weapon fire once again, and this time, I noticed the object at which it was aimed. The massive creature standing on two legs was holding one of its hands over the wound on its arm. It took in a deep breath and blew out an even louder, ear-piercing sound.

The creature beamed its glowing, yellow eyes at me and unfurled its wings which covered the entire width of the alley. Shock hit me as I watched its movements. It gracefully dropped itself to all fours and began to sprint toward me. Its terrible snarling became louder and louder, and I could make out its features even more clearly. Not only were its eyes yellow, but so were its fangs. A horrid saliva glistened in the street light as it dripped from its parting teeth and gums. I was staring at its eyes when it got close and screaming internally to get myself to move, but I just couldn't budge. I was utterly terrified when my eyes saw its swinging claw.

Just then, my body folded in half over something that hit me from my side and curled around under my stomach. The wind was knocked out of me as I was flung into the air. I squeezed my eyes shut and thought, oh no! I'm dead! I'm dead!
 I screamed inside. Then I learned it was the inhuman strength of my dark knight's arm that embraced me, placing me snuggly in front of him on the speeding Harley.

The rain fell harder, stinging my face as we sped down the street. 
When we turned the corner, I shot a look down the street to find the creature grow smaller as we drove further away. I could still feel its beady, glowing eyes staring after me from a distance. It seemed to have been full of rage at that point, bellowing a long shriek and snapping its jaws. It crouched lower, as if ready to sprint after us again, then expanded its black wings, shooting itself into the dark sky above with bullet speed. My stomach dropped. What the hell just happened?

Even though I was riding on the motorcycle with Jerkboy, I felt safe. (Surprise, surprise.) I looked to the direction in which we were heading. He was driving us down my street. Great. He knew my name, knew I'd been dreaming about him, and where I lived? The revealing facts were getting better and better.

I looked down to see that not only was his arm still around my waist holding me in place, but my hands were clutching his lower thighs. I was holding them so tightly I had probably rung the rain right out of his wet jeans. I didn't have time to think of my embarrassment, so I just resorted to being demanding. He obviously had some sort of soft spot for me if he saved me from that thing.

“Okay! Okay!” I finally shouted. “What the hell is going on?” I remembered to release my tight grip.

He slowed his speed as we came up to the corner of the street where my apartment stood. He calmly shut off the engine at the curb, leaned to the side, and removed his arm from my waist. His movements were cautious and slow, clashing with my panicky jerks and racing heart. Cautious movements were not my forte at the moment.

“We need to talk,” he said calmly.

“Ya think?” I immediately hopped off of the bike and shoved myself away from him.

“Evika, there are more dangers out there now. More than you know. I have a lot of explaining to do.” Despite his words of urgency, he was in a state of repose. It baffled me. What kind of chaos was I getting into? Or rather, what kind of chaos was I thrown
 into? Was it even the real world anymore? I started shaking
.

“Oh shit!” He jumped off his bike, heading toward me with his arms out. “Evika, your neck!”

“What?” I hadn't noticed until he'd mentioned it, but I felt a sharp pain, a piercing, like a bad paper-cut getting sliced and re-sliced over and over. I held my hand to it and checked my fingers. Sure enough, there was blood. Well, that was just about enough for me right there and then. I blacked out right after my dark knight scooped me up off the curb. I remember admiring how effortlessly he lifted me in his arms, and then the pain was gone.

I woke up in my bed, my hair wet. I smelled of Caress soap. God that was my favorite. It was the same soap my mother used to bath me when I was little. Hoping that the comfort I felt would continue, I opened my eyes slowly to find him sitting in my red bean bag next to the side of the bed as he looked through one of my journals along with one of my recent sketchbooks. I felt somewhat insulted that he'd made himself at home and was getting into my personal things, but before I opened my big mouth, I replayed the events in my head. The guy did
 save me from some kind of monster, so I guess I had to be nice in my approach...which reminded me of my neck. I shuddered at the thought of touching the wound again, but when I felt around with my fingers I'd discovered a puffy bandage placed over it.

“You're up,” he said, still staring into the pages of my journal.

“And you're reading my stuff,” I pointed out.

He let out a burst of laughter. “So I am.” He shrugged. “I needed something to entertain me till you woke up.”

I felt the soft material touching my skin as I moved. I looked down to find myself in pajamas. Well, more like what I wear for pajamas: flannel pants and a cotton t-shirt. Then I sucked air, looking up at him. Obviously I'd gotten into them somehow, and it wasn't with any help of my own.

He instantly grinned, obviously knowing I was about to flip out. “Relax, Evika. I had a female friend come in and clean you up.” He paused for a moment, assessing my neck. “But I
 did the bandage, just so you know.”

I looked at him, incredulously. “That's supposed to make me feel 
better?”

“I thought it would.” He smirked. “I'm good with wounds.”

I looked him over. I took in his dark hair and deep, green eyes, the ones I felt I knew already.

“Quite fascinating, by the way.” He closed the book and placed it on the shelf.

“What, my journal or the fact that I'm not decking you for getting into my personal things?” I snapped at him.

He let out a deep laugh again. I glowered, resenting that he found my question amusing. “Neither of those options, actually,” he answered. “I was referring to the fact that you had no idea you were injured until I told you at the curb.”

I was surprised. “Oh. Well, I have a high threshold for pain. It runs in the family from what I've been told.” I was quite smug.

“Well, that's a pretty high threshold. There's no way that your shirt can be salvaged now due to all that blood.” He went to the far corner of the room and picked up my gray shamrock t-shirt. He held it up by the shoulders to display the evidence to me. Sure enough, it was ruined. It was my favorite shirt and I hardly recognized it anymore, let alone, myself. Since when was I okay with some strange male in my apartment? Something in me was okay with it though, like that intuition I've always had about the good in people. For some reason, I had not one ounce of reluctance with this stranger of mine, and to me that had to mean something.

I examined the shirt one last time, and that was when I lost it. I rolled off the bed and let my feet hit the cold, hardwood floor. I needed an explanation. “Okay, what the hell is going on? What kind of monster was that back there that tried to kill me...eat me? Whatever. And who are you
!?”

“You're pretty demanding, Evika.” He immediately put his hands up in surrender to stop me when I opened my mouth ready to retort. “And you have a right to be. I said I have a lot of explaining to do, and I meant it. I also have no doubt that you'll hold me to that. However, I want to do this process the right way. You've already been hurt, so I've already screwed up, and I'm sorry for that.
”

“I'm fine,” I said impatiently. “Now, what do you mean you screwed
 up? Is that freakish animal your pet or something? If it is, I sure didn't see it on a leash!”

“Listen to me!” His voice rumbled through the room with such force. I felt the power he'd been holding back. It was as if he'd been reserving it to put me in my place, which made me take a few steps back to plop myself on the edge of the bed. I really was kind of being ungrateful. I guess I owed him a little bit of respect, so I shut up and let him talk.

Satisfied, he took a deep breath and exhaled, relieved. “My name is Hayden. I was appointed as your Guardian since the day you were born. I was sent to protect you because you've finally acquired your gift. You've been having dreams for a while now, yes?”

I nodded slowly. I was already aware that he knew of the dreams, but at that moment I had wondered if he knew the details or my feelings toward him in those dreams. I wanted to be angry at him just for even knowing about them, but I was more curious than anything. Why was I so drawn to him?

“The creature from which we barely escaped tonight is called a Drone. Drones are only one of the dangers from which I am here to protect you.”

He paused to evaluate my expression. I guess he wanted to give me time to take it all in after realizing my mouth had been agape for a while and it was widening the more he spoke to me.

I decided to take the opportunity to check if I could still speak. “Gift,” I inquired. “You said I have a gift?”

“Months ago, when you fell from your building. That fall would have killed anybody, but you're still here.”

“So, that's my gift? I can withstand falling from nine-story buildings?” I rolled my eyes.

“No, Evika. When you woke up at the hospital, weren't you the least bit curious as to how you were still alive?”

“Well, yes, of course I was...along with the rest of the hospital.” I thought about that day and the trauma I tried to keep from remembering. “The doctors said there was no way anyone could have 
survived that fall, but for some reason, I did. My injuries were everything they would have been for any other person, but I healed quickly.” I clenched my fists in frustration as I had a flashback of arguing with them. “They thought I jumped,” I said quietly.

“You managed to convince them otherwise,” he declared.

I looked into Hayden's eyes and hoped he could give me some answers. “I was nothing more than drunk and angry, not
 suicidal, okay?” I howled. Aside from my hoping, I still half-expected him to disagree with me. I stared long and hard into his beautiful eyes and waited for him to speak.

“There's no need to try and prove anything to me, Evika. I already know what happened.” He ran his fingers through his hair, sighed, then walked over to me and held out his hand. “Will you come with me? I need to show you something.”

Curious and mesmerized, I reached out my hand to his and felt him close his fingers around mine so gently as I stood to my feet. His touch was warm. I couldn't speak anymore. Bringing up my fall had evoked so many new questions since meeting Hayden. Then it hit me. He'd said he was my Guardian. Was he looking out for me that day? Is that what happens to people who survive the most horrific of accidents, people who aren't supposed to die yet? Was there such thing as Guardian Angels? Is that what Hayden really was? Like he said in my dream?

“Here,” he handed me my jacket and my boots. “Put these on. The temperature's dropped a bit.”

I slipped into my things and grasped his hand again, immediately contented by his touch. He led me out of my door and down the hall to the outer stairwell. I was curious as to why I didn't feel the need to resist. There was something different when he was with me. In the dreams, I felt safe, but not knowing him at all and fully trusting him? I didn't know what to make of it. My heart and my intuition won the battle over my brain, which was telling me to fight that urge and run. I just couldn't. His touch energized me, entranced me, and kept me alert. I didn't want to let go.

The clanking of the metal stairs beneath us brought me back to 
reality as we climbed. I felt the cool breeze hit my face as Hayden pushed open the Exit door.

He walked me to the very edge of the building from which I'd fallen. “It was here.”

I spoke quietly, trying to grasp what he was trying to convey as I looked at the cement on which he stood. “H-how do you know all of this?”

“Any normal being would have died instantly on that pavement below, but you are different, Evika. You were chosen to Cross.” I must have been wobbling, ready to faint again, because he steadied me, placing his hands on my shoulders. “Now, you will have many questions, and I will answer them all, but I need you to be strong for this moment while I explain some things to you, okay?”

I nodded, readying myself for whatever it was he wanted to tell me.

“Everything that happened that day really happened. You aren't crazy. You fell from this building, but it was only your First Death. Your dreams of me were the warning that a change was coming.”

Still not understanding what it was he was trying to tell me, I looked desperately into his eyes and I remembered everywhere he took me, every memory he showed me. Then I found my voice once I recalled the events.

“It was you,” I gasped. “You were that light I saw after I hit. I-I felt you, and I heard you say you were going to take the pain away,” I said quietly. He nodded in approval while I spoke. “And after I fell, they said my heart stopped, but started back up on its own. It was like I died and came back.”

He smiled genuinely. “You remember.”

I nodded slowly. “Yes.” I kept my eyes locked on his.

Hayden looked away from me and looked over the edge of the building. He breathed deeply and kept his eyes focused on the ground below. “It's starting.”

A strange shock waved through my spine as I wondered what could possibly be “starting.”

“Wh-what's starting?” I could hardly whisper anymore, unable to 
get any of the questions out that were bouncing around like pinballs in my head. Reluctantly, I forced my eyes to follow where his were looking, nine stories down. A crowd of bodies stood together in the side parking lot. Calm and motionless. Forty? Fifty? Sixty? They were all looking up. At us. My stomach dropped with a sickening jolt, and fear pierced through me until his hands were on my shoulders again as he moved behind me. His touch relieved that instant sickness I felt, but I stared down at them without so much as a blink.

With nothing more than a whisper, I managed to get out a new question. “Hayden, what are they?”I awaited his calming voice to answer me.

“They are called Seekers, the lost souls you are meant to save. They can't hurt you, and they won't hurt you. They've been imprisoned by Alysto and have been waiting for you since the day you were reborn. There will be many more than this who will come. To them, you are all they have left to escape the hell in which they've been placed. They are drawn to you because you are the new Soldier of Light.”

I stared down at them, wanting so badly to turn away, but I couldn't. My heartbeat sped. Dead people? My calling was to save dead people? I felt my throat close and my breathing become shallow. My head spun as I stared at the mass of bodies standing there. I couldn't handle it. I wanted to run back to my apartment, curl under my polka-dot comforter, and hide from all of this. That very moment was the moment I thought I'd lost my sanity. It was an absolute derailing from the world of “normal” as I knew it; I didn't want to see it anymore.

I backed away from the ledge once I became unfrozen. “Make them go away,” I heard my trembling voice demand.

He must have known it was best not to argue with me because I felt his gentle tug on my forearm pulling me further from the edge. “We'll go inside now,” he said assuredly.

Relief set in, and the pounding in my head subsided when I saw the determination in his eyes. Somehow, my heart knew this dark knight would keep me safe.
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Let the Questions Begin









B

efore I knew it, Hayden scooped me up just as effortlessly as he had done earlier. My arms wrapped around his neck involuntarily, followed by my legs locking around his waist and my eyes closing tightly as I hid my face into the crook of his neck. I felt scared and rendered helpless.

I inhaled him, taking in the smell of rain, and felt a peace within me. What was it about him that made me feel so secure? He carried me down the metal stairs, back inside the apartment, and placed me on my bed, pulling the blankets over me. I wanted to ask him if we could just pack a few things and drive away on his Harley and start over. Start over? The intense situation was making me second-guess everything I'd ever known, everything I'd ever believed. It was also making me think stupid things like driving off on a motorcycle with some stranger I met in my dreams who'd somehow manifested into a reality claiming to be an angel.

What if I really was crazy? Even more believable, what if I was actually dead,
 and I'd created some sort of own hell for myself? Death was the one thing that scared me the most, even after experiencing it in so many ways throughout my life. Who's to say your self doesn't go 
on thinking after your body is gone? A trickery of the mind, is that what was going on?

It was dark, darker than I've ever remembered the night being, but I could still see him after he'd shut off all of the lights in every room. It was as if we were hiding from the rest of the world and had just shut down the small part in which we were.

I felt myself shivering. He dragged a chair to the side of the bed and pulled the covers over my body one more time before sitting down.

I clutched the comforter as if it would save me. “Why did you do that?” I whispered.

“Do what?” he whispered back.

“The lights. Why did you turn them off? Is that how we hide from them?”

Despite the darkness, my eyes adjusted. There was a bit of moonlight that shone in through my window. It was just enough that I could see the glow of his emerald eyes and the flash of his perfect, white teeth when he smiled widely at me before answering.

“No, Evika.” There was an amusement in his tone. “I just know that you like the lights off when you are scared.” He paused and cocked his head. “Kind of ironic since most people prefer the light instead.”

I was still shaking. “How do you even know this?”

“I told you. I'm your Guardian.”

“It still doesn't answer my question.”

“It does if I tell you that, as your Guardian, I've known you your whole life.”

My breath hitched. “I don't even know you,” I whispered a little louder.

“Doesn't mean I don't know you
, Evika Jade Stormer.” He grinned deviously.

“Are you trying to distract me?”

“By doing what?”

“By making jokes. All you're doing is pissing me off,” I huffed.

“I'm sorry,” he said insincerely
.

“Are you?” I challenged. “I need answers. What do those things want with me? Why are they all hanging outside my apartment building? And why hasn't anyone called the cops yet?” I was still whispering.

He leaned in closer. “Why are we whispering?” My lips pursed at his playfulness. Did he not take me seriously?
 He chuckled. “They are people, Evika. They want to be saved. They are hanging outside your apartment building because they know you've arrived and that you will be ready soon. And no one has called the police because no one but you or I can see them.” There was such certainty in his answers.

I sat up in the bed, pulling the comforter with me as I scooted and leaned against the wall. I kept my eyes on him with every move I made. I tried recalling most of what he'd told me so far. “What about that Drone thing? Didn't anyone notice that
?”

He shook his head. “Nope.”

The fact that no one around could even see or hear the nightmare that surrounded me immediately made me feel so segregated from reality, detached from the rest of the world. I was almost desperate to find something that would place me back in it. I looked at him inquisitively. “What about that weapon you had? Couldn't anyone have heard that?”

“Oh, the hydro-gun?” He pulled the weapon from his jacket that was hanging over the back of the chair and held it out for me to see. “This thing has a silencer on it, and it's completely harmless to humans anyway.”

I inspected the gun as he held it and was baffled as to how the thing could be silent, let alone harmless.

“Water bullets,” he stated.

“Huh?”

“Well, technically, the proper term is holy water bullets. HWB for short. They can't kill the Drones, but they can harm them, slow them down. You'd need a lot more to kill them.” He gazed at my neck and looked at me apologetically. “Obviously, the harm wasn't enough this time. I'm sorry.
”

I was still stuck on the holy water thing. “Holy water....bullets?” I asked.

He laughed. “Yeah, you know, silver bullets for werewolves, wooden stakes for vampires, and holy water for demons. That whole concept. The bullets are specially designed for the Drones because they're usually the primary nuisance to our mission. The bullets are pure water and cased in a thick wax that dissolves after they hit the target so there is no trace of evidence, even if someone happens to hear one go off. The impact isn't much unless you are really close to the target, which is something I never plan on either of us being again. The Drones may be nomadic, but they are fierce. It's best to steer clear of them. Normally, nightfall is when they like to come out.”

I stared at him, speechless; something I felt I'd be doing a lot of from then on.

“You look like you've just seen a ghost.” He put the gun back in his coat. “No pun intended.”

I looked at him with disbelief. “What am I supposed to look like?”

His expression softened. “I'm sorry. I need to realize that everything is all new to you.”

I let the last parts of the conversation sink in, and he was kind enough not to overwhelm me with more information yet. It was eerily quiet between us for a few minutes. It didn't make me uncomfortable, but it bothered me in that I felt like I was going to break into a panic if I didn't get some sort of background noise. The silence was almost deafening.

I looked at him, pleadingly. “Can you please put some music on?” Curled up in bed against the wall, I didn't want to budge from my position.

Hayden smiled at me solemnly and rose to walk over to my stereo. “What song did you want to hear?”

“Actually, none of them,” I blurted. “Could you just put the radio on? Like 100.7 or something?”

He found the station, played the music at a low volume, and came back to his seat next to the bed. I took a slow, deep breath of relief as 
comfort set in. He looked at me curiously, but I could also sense a bit of concern in his expression.

“I just need to know that the rest of the world is out there right now. The radio will help as proof,” I told him. “I hope.”

“I promise you, Evika. The world is just the same as it was this morning, a week ago, a year ago. Just the same as it was before you were born and just like it was ages ago. You may be experiencing a change, but I can assure you the world keeps turning as it always has without notice to this change.”

I looked at him blankly. Silent. Absolutely and utterly speechless again. He seemed to know the right things to say when I needed to hear them, and the calm I felt around him fascinated me even more.

His eyes widened for a moment, as if just remembering something. “Oh!” He quickly jumped to his feet and went to my kitchen. I heard clanking from the cupboards, then water from the faucet and watched him come back to his chair. He handed me the glass.

I reluctantly took it from his hand and looked at him questioningly.

He shrugged. “It's only water. I kinda forgot about the shock thing with you humans. Drink up.”

I looked at the glass of water I held and then back to him.

He let out a heavy sigh. “It's just water, I promise. Please drink.”

I tilted the glass slowly and sipped. The coldness of the water awakened my throat. You humans.
 His words echoed in my head as I swallowed. Even though I still wanted to be cautious in trusting him so quickly, I couldn't bring myself to feel threatened. I sensed dangers around me, but Hayden was not one of them. It was as if my heart knew him before I did: the one who'd so abruptly entered into my world, my real
 world.

I narrowed my eyes - I always did that when I was thinking hard about something - as I looked him over. “So, you're um....an angel?”

“Yes,” he confirmed.

“And my dreams? That was you?”

“One hundred percent.”

“And when I fell, the pain evaded, that was you?
”

He nodded. “And that light you saw, that was me. I also pulled you away for a while so your body could heal. Rather quickly, I might add,” he said smugly.

“Was that you, too?” I asked.

“It's actually something you
 are capable of now on your own.”

“Healing?”

“A bit faster than normal, yes.”

I thought for a moment, mentally noting that I would need to ask more about that. But as I was recalling the events as I remembered them, I didn't want to lose my train of thought. “And were you the one who mysteriously paid up my rent?”

“Undoubtedly,” he flashed his perfect teeth.

I raised an eyebrow. Hmm
. So angels had money. I'd get back to that later as well. I continued with my questions. “You said you've known me all my life. What does that mean, exactly?”

“It means just that; I've known you your whole life. I've been there for every moment. Guarding you. Protecting you. That's my job. My reason for existing, if you will.”

I was unresponsive, staring at him incredulously.

He narrowed his eyes, reading my expression. “You don't quite believe me, do you?” His brow cocked. “Or is it that you don't want
 to believe me?”

Although I felt certain he was telling me the truth, I couldn't wrap my mind around his words. Every moment. Could that be true? Was that even likely?

“Could you prove it?” Those were the words that slipped from my tongue. I'd instantly feared that I'd offended him, but felt relief as I watched his right lip slowly curl into a confident smirk.

“Okay,” he said. He leaned back in the chair, stretched out his legs, crossed them at the ankles, then started ticking things off on each of his fingers. “When you were little, you used to think Pepto Bismol was called Pepto Gizmo, and it was some sort of remedy to keep away gremlins. At the age of eight, you were skateboarding with your neighbor, Nick. You fell off of the ramp and sprained your left wrist. In order to keep it from your mother, you taught yourself how 
to write right-handed until it healed.” He paused for a moment to give me a disapproving look. “That's why you can honestly state that you are ambidextrous.” I had no argument in me.

My mouth was agape as I listened to him continue. “At the age of ten, you caught a butterfly with your bare hands in the back yard – it was blue and orange – and just before you planned on letting it go, you examined it and accidentally destroyed its wing, essentially killing the creature. You felt so terrible about it that you went to your room and wrote about it, a poem titled Chasing Butterflies.
 It was the first poem you ever wrote.

“Interesting facts? You hate sweat pants that cuff around the ankle because you think they are too restricting, and you don't like the waffles they leave on your skin.” He air-quoted waffles
. “You feel safest at night, when the lights are off. Chocolate-covered fruit repulses you. You can't sleep without music. You don't use umbrellas because you love the rain so much.”

He paused again, slowly leaning forward with an intense stare, locking his eyes with mine. I thought he was done. I'd honestly been completely convinced after the first tick of his finger, but he seemed to have one more fact he wanted to share with me to prove himself.

“After your mother passed away, you wrote a song for her on the piano. No words. Just music. You'd written it for her funeral, but you never played it. Not for anyone.”

My breath hitched, and my voice came out so small. “You can't possibly know that. I never ---” I paused when the pain hit. “Not...not even for Joel.”

“I was there,” he whispered distantly. “Every moment.”

Feeling naked, vulnerable, I stopped breathing for a moment. I looked away from him, almost hating him for knowing the things he knew, hating that every, damn thing he told me was true. But along with that, I also felt a comfort. The conflicting feelings just made me more confused. Every moment
, I thought. I did believe him. And I felt like he would be able to answer the things I wanted to know the most.

“Then you'd be able to recall any moment? Any moment at all?” I asked him
.

“Absolutely.” He leaned back again and folded his arms with a look of confidence. “And I'm up for that challenge.”

I thought about that chilly, fall night as I drove to the house. I was a stupid, eighteen-year-old girl dating a twenty-two year old, alcoholic idiot who still lived in his parents' basement. I'd been with him for four months, and he'd been pressuring
 me those whole four months, in their entirety, when I just wasn't ready. Something about him lured me in. Maybe it was the fact that I was depressed and wanted to be a bit reckless in life after having lost so much.

Little did I know, that night he'd made sure no one was home. He said to drive on over and we'd watch a new release and just chill at his house and drink. I let myself in through the unlocked side door as he'd instructed and made my way downstairs to his room calling his name multiple times, but getting no response. As soon as I walked through his bedroom door far enough, it slammed shut behind me and I felt the tight grip of his hands - one around my waist and the other over my mouth - forcing my body onto his bed.

Despite his drunken state, he was still stronger and faster than me. He used his entire body weight to sink mine into the mattress, still pressing his hand over my mouth. My muffled screams and thrashing arms were futile. The smell of his whiskey-breath and the glossy look in his eye gave me my first real look at who he truly was; he was no good for me, and I was beyond insane for ever dating him.

His knees slid up my inner thighs, forcing my legs to spread and the moment he took his arm away as a vice in order to start unbuttoning my jeans, I knew it was my only chance. My arm closest to the nightstand reached out and grabbed the 5 x 7 metal picture frame that held the photo of his three-year-old son, the son who'd been kept out of his custody for over two years. I viced the frame as tightly as I could and brought it straight to the side of his skull, shattering the glass and earning his release. His hands went to his head with a scream of pain as he rolled off the side of the bed, making a loud thud as he hit the hardwood floor. I scurried off the bed and leaped past him, grabbing my keys from the floor and swinging the door open in desperation
.

I took two steps at a time to the first floor and darted out of his house to my car. I could hear him yelling as he stumbled out of the house with his keys, blood covering the left side of his face, throwing himself into his F-250 and recklessly peeling out of the driveway. I was shaking violently, trying to hold the key steady enough to unlock the car door. I'd just gotten the key in when I watched him turn his truck at the end of the residential street and come barreling back down my way, aiming right for me as I lunged into my car. The lunatic spun his front wheels out right before missing me and ran into the telephone pole. I sped off in a panic, not even caring to see the aftermath.

I glanced at the angel, eager for his enlightenment. “Clyde,” was all I said.

I watched Hayden's expression turn unfavorable. His eyes glared. “Ah, yes, the infamous, whiskey-drinking ex-boyfriend with the red truck.”

His last words shocked me in that he was so exact. “Yes, that's him,” I said. His tightened face remain unchanged. “His truck swerved right before it was about to hit me.” I wanted to hear him say that Clyde wasn't really going to do it, that he wasn't really going to run me over. I wanted to hear him say that Clyde was only trying to scare me - just bluffing. I wanted to know he was still a good person and swerved on purpose, but I think I always knew the real answer.

Hayden sighed. “Of all subjects to test me on, this
 is the one you decide to bring up?”

“What's wrong with this subject?”

“Him.”

I looked at him, pleadingly. “It's important for me to hear this. From you.”

“I know where this is going, and I don't think you want to know the truth, Evika.”

I looked at him curiously and realized what he meant. “Then he was really going to do it? You
 made the truck turn into that pole?”

“I never touched the wheel.”

“What did you do?” I pressed
.

He looked at me solemnly. “I'm sorry, Evika. I waited for him to change his mind, but he didn't. I had to do something drastic to save you. A bright light blinded him for a split second, scared him right into turning that wheel.”

“A bright light.”

“Me.”

“I didn't see it.”

“I didn't let you.”

The reality sank in. “Oh, my gosh. His truck was totaled after that. He was in the hospital for days with a concussion. He got his license taken away. His parents kicked him out. He---”

“Wait, time out for a second,” Hayden interrupted my rant. “Please, do not
 tell me that you're getting upset with me for all of that.”

I gasped. “No!” I panicked as I searched for the right words. “I just....” I paused as it became clear to me that things could have been completely different that night. I looked down. “That could have been me. The end of me.”

We sat there, silent, for a few moments.

“But, it wasn't.” He shrugged. “Technically, I was crossing the line of free will, and it could have been the end of me
.” There was a long, awkward pause before he continued. “You should really try to drink that up, Evika.” He nodded to the glass in my hands. I could tell he was hoping that the subject was over.

I brought the glass to my lips and drank the rest of the cold water, setting it on the nightstand once it was empty. I glanced at the clock to see that it was almost midnight. He must have known I checked the time.

“I think you need your rest for now. We can talk about all of this in the morning.” He started to get up, and a feeling of dread washed over me as I thought of his leaving me, leaving the apartment, even just leaving the room.

“No, please! Don't go!” In a sudden panic, I grabbed his arm in desperation. “I-I need to know what I am. I want to know everything that you can tell me. I don't care if it takes all night. Just don't leave. 
Please?” I stared at him anxiously, as if he were my one, infallible remedy to the mystery of this new, second life.

He glanced down at my hands that gripped on his arm, and I blushed, sliding them back into my lap. Why was I so desperate? What was it about this guy that was altering every moral I had in place? Joel would have killed me. Well, first he would scream at the top of his girlie lungs; then
 he would kill me.

Hayden smiled at me solemnly. “Evika, I'm not going anywhere.” I gazed into his green, moonlit eyes. I believed him. I don't know why, but I did. “Are you sure you want to hear the whole story now? Because this will take all night.” He waited for my answer.

“Yes,” I said with certainty. “Please tell me what I am and what all of this means. I don't like mystery, and I don't like being in the dark. Please.”

Hayden looked over at my empty glass and sighed out his answer. “I think we are going to need a bigger glass.”

He scooped up the glass and went into the kitchen. After a few moments, he came back in with a large beer mug full of ice water. “That should do it,” he said as he placed the mug on the nightstand and sat back down.

I looked at the mug. “Should I be worried?”

One corner of his mouth lifted. “There is a lot to take in. You just listen, and I'll answer whatever questions you have along the way, okay?”

Inhaling and exhaling a controlled breath, I nodded as I braced myself. “Okay.”
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I Am Legend









H

ayden started the story off with the very beginning of the legend. The Creator had to find a means of punishment for souls who died before they ever repented prior to their entrance into the World of Light, so he created an angel named Alysto, Keeper of the Wicked, to imprison the souls until it was their day of judgment. Alysto's duty was to release the souls once they'd reconciled on the horrid things they'd done as living humans. He was to release them and let them move on to the World of Light, where we are all meant to go. Alysto was essentially their final judgment. Eventually, he became cold-hearted and never saw the good in the souls once they'd paid their dues in the underworld. He kept the souls in the dark realm with him and soon spawned children of his own by turning some of the fallen angels that sided with him. He promised them power and great things, but all they became were his minions. Their duty was to become Watchers of the souls.

Alysto's power was becoming too great as the dark realm populated more and more with the fallen angels who'd chosen to follow him. The Creator had to develop a new means of passage for the souls to escape him, so the legend of the Warrior - the Soldier of Light - was born. A human with a relatively good and strong soul 
would be born, a human who would be marked with the gift that the Creator would choose for him or her. The human would be guarded by his angel throughout his life, as all humans are, and once his First Death took place, he will have been reborn - the process known as Crossing - with the spirit-eye and the ability to see into the other realms along with the ability to see his Guardian. After the First Death takes place, the Guardian and the Soldier must stay together in order to complete the mission of releasing the Seekers - or prisoners - of Alysto.

Hayden explained that my father, Jack Stormer, was the Soldier before me. My father's First Death was incidental, just like mine. At the age of nineteen, his car ran over the side of a bridge. It was winter, and he skidded on black ice while driving home carelessly one evening. His car landed in the deep river below, sinking with him trapped inside. He was soon brought back by his Guardian, Lavinia. She took him out of his body while it healed in the hospital, just as Hayden did for me. She was to guide him, guard him, and take the pain away when needed, for he was to become the vessel for the souls he was to save when his mission began.

My father and his angel soon fell in love. Hayden explained that Lavinia was my true mother. She had done something called Fading, a process through which angels can become fully human if they so choose. It is the free will granted to angels by the Creator. Hayden said that the process is extremely dangerous for a brief window of time because the transition leaves the angel physically and mentally vulnerable, a time of high emotions for the fading angel. The means by which angels fade is by the breaking of their wings. In most cases, another Guardian must do it. The scars are left to heal on their backs, and once the scars have completely disappeared, they are human. They have all the gifts they had as angels to complete the missions with their humans but, in most cases, they will need a Guardian themselves once they've completed the Fade in order to remain a strong protector.

Jack and Lavinia married shortly after she Faded for him. She was fully human before giving birth to me, but her health was poor, and 
she became very ill, dying only months after I was born. My father was devastated and became very sullen and callous after losing her. He felt that it wasn't her time and too soon for her to have passed. He concluded that it was something evil that had caused her death and went out to seek the answers for himself. During the times he wasn't accusing every other Guardian for having something to do with her death, he would drink himself into oblivion every, single night. Despite his insensibility with his horrible habit, he knew he had a child to raise. This was when he turned to his twin sister, Nora, the mother I knew all my life, for help. She knew of the life my father led and supported him. There was no surprise to me that she'd accepted him for whatever he was or whatever he did. They lived together in Ravenna, Ohio, where there was lots of land and open fields so my dad could continue his mission in privacy, saving the souls he was meant to save. Helping Jack through the thick of his chaotic life, Nora raised me as her own.

The Guardian Council, head of all the angels, sent my father a new Guardian. Luka was determined to save my father from his depression and to keep him level-headed, at least to help with the portion from which Nora couldn't save him on her own. Luka saw the hurt that my father went through and tried to explain to him that Lavinia was at peace and waiting for Jack in the World of Light, and once his time came, they'd be together again. But Jack wouldn't listen. He was so far gone after the emotional ride he'd been on, and the Council knew it. After losing Lavinia, life would never be the same for my father ever again. Luka reported to them, as he was meant to do, and they advised that Jack was going to do more harm than good if he remained the Soldier of Light.

My father was in possession of four spheric transporters called castors. These were the means by which he was able to communicate to the souls on a one-by-one basis, breathing in their spirit, and then transporting himself to the moment of their deaths in order to take their places as they died. Hayden was missioned by the Council to collect these castors from my father and advise him the mission was over. They wanted Jack to lead a normal life and raise me along with 
Nora, even though the Seekers would have to wait longer to be saved. My father's pride was hurt, but he relented, handing the castors over to Hayden.

But the story didn't end there. The Council explained to my father that I would become the next Soldier of Light. Jack knew I was a half-life, A half-souled human conceived between a Crossed human and a completely Faded angel that could easily fall into the darkness of Alysto's hands. Being a half-life normally wouldn't have been an issue, but with the destiny that awaited me, my father knew there would be a challenge upon my First Death. On the day that I was destined to die, Alysto would have the power to turn me easily into what he wanted. If I were not strong enough to turn against him, I would become part of his world and unable to escape it unless I was saved. But the saving would have to come before my First Death.

When I was four-years old, Jack and Nora drove us to the bridge where my father first died. My mother and I were dropped off at the end of the bridge while Jack replayed his entire death, driving the car off of the bridge; this time he not come back. As his spirit left his body, he directed it into me, giving me a full soul, a full life, the ability to Cross when the time came. In the end, I was his last save, as he knew that, one day, I'd be taking his place to continue the life he'd once led: the Soldier of Light, hero of the Seekers.

My mouth was agape for what seemed like way too long. My head was spinning, wondering if I should have just taken Hayden's advice and waited until tomorrow. Without moving my eyes from a spot on the comforter, I reluctantly reached out for the mug and slowly pulled it to my lips to drink. I gulped down the water until it was gone and remained motionless and speechless, gripping the empty mug.

“Say something, Evika,” Hayden prompted quietly.

Finally, snapping out of my stupor, I managed to speak. “So, that's what I am now? A legend?” I asked Hayden.

“More or less,” he answered with a nod. “You are the vessel which the Seekers need in order to move on to their final destination, the World of Light.”

I looked into Hayden's eyes. I could have gotten lost in them if I 
let myself. “You said I've Crossed and that I have a gift? You really are my Guardian? And only you and I can see those things out there?” I rolled my eyes. “The people, I mean,” I corrected myself.

“Yes. Yes. And another yes.”

“World of Light. What, is that like your version of Heaven?”

“More like Heaven is your
 version of the World of Light. Just as the devil is your version of Alysto. Alysto is the true devil. He is the Keeper of the Wicked.”

I let his words sink in for a moment. “What is he?” I whispered, not realizing I'd spoken aloud. I didn't really know what I meant by that question, but the answer I received was a pivotal moment in the conversation.

Hayden looked at me intensely. “There is no light left in him. He is nothing like anything you could ever imagine.”

His words sent a shiver up my spine. “If Watchers are the fallen angels who serve him now, then where did the Drones come from?”

“Drones are fallen angels as well, just given a higher rank. They're the pets that Alysto takes pride in. Like his dogs,” he spat out.

“So there really is a hell?”

“Technically, there is no hell. It is not a place, per se. It's a state of mind.” He gestured to the window with his hand, “They are a portion of the souls that have been in their own hell longer than they were meant to be. The dark realm. They need to be set free. That's where you come in.”

I shook my head. “I'm sorry. I don't understand this. Are you saying that I have to save people who have been cast into their own hell after they died?”

“It's more like a temporary purgatory. The stories you've learned, like most religions, mention hell as the final destination for those who are cast there, but that's not how this works. Everyone is meant to go to the World of Light; It is the ultimate destination, but things got a bit out of hand after Alysto started realizing he was becoming more powerful by keeping the wicked souls with him, especially after the fallen angels followed. The dark realm was only supposed to be a detour, not a permanent destination.
”

“This sounds like a jacked up translation of everything I've ever been taught.”

“No,” he assured me. “You've had the right idea, just some things are missing and names have been changed in the human version. It's supposed to be that way, so no one has the whole, true story unless they are meant to know. It's a lot of truth to handle.” He thought for a moment before continuing. “Kind of like a movie when it's based on a true story. Names of people and places are changed, but the events are mostly the same with a few embellishments.”

“This is not a movie. This is a real, live nightmare,” I said to him.

Hayden shook his head. “Nah, more like a ghost story. You've always liked those, by the way.”

I gave him a disapproving glance, but felt amazement as I recalled his storytelling. “You knew my father?”

He nodded. “Yes, quite well, actually. The night before you were born, he appointed me to be your official Guardian. The Council agreed to it, of course.”

“What happened to Luka?”

“Your father was very angry with him for going to the Council about his behavior.” He chuckled. “But, he's still around though. You'll meet him soon enough.”

“But that was the best thing to do, right? Obviously, something bad could have happened if the Guardian Council hadn't intervened with my father.”

He gave me a solemn look. “You are absolutely right.”

I recalled the part of Hayden's story when he was ordered to end my father's mission. “The castors, are those what I will have to use?”

“Yes, I have them in a safe place until we need them,” he assured me.

“And my real mother? She was an angel?”

“She was at one time, but she was completely human when she had you.”

“Why would that happen? Why would she die so suddenly if she was meant to be with my dad?”

“It's something that baffled us all, Evika. She was very sick. Fading 
for a human is a serious risk. That small window of time where we are most vulnerable is a true gamble for the angel. It is even more of a risk when an angel fades for a Soldier of Light. It needs to be done during a time that they are both safe. Lavinia may have just chosen the wrong moment; a result of a bad choice in timing.”

“You said that when angels fade they have to break their wings?” I grimaced.

Hayden nodded. “Yes. When the Creator made all of the angels, they were given the choice of free will as well, to live a normal, human life if they so choose to do. When angels choose to become human, for whatever reason, they must break the thick of their wings and let the transformation begin.”

I winced again at the last part. “Ugh, that sounds so horrible and painful.”

He looked at me. “Not at all. I think it's beautiful, in a morbid sort of way.”

I was shocked at his opinion. “Well, does it hurt?”

“How would I know?”

“You've never asked any of the angels who have done it?”

“Never asked. Why would I?” He gave me a funny look.

“I don't know. Curiosity? Like, maybe you're determined to know what the heck is going on in their angel-brains when they did something like that just to be human?”

“I don't find it something about which I care to know.”

I studied him, wondering what he meant. It was quite possible he was just a callous prick and would never, ever do anything that hopelessly romantic. Or on the other hand, he didn't care to know because he would do it anyway...no matter how much pain it involved. I was hoping for the latter, then realized I was being pitifully stupid for even questioning the subject because I would never in a million years ask anyone to do something that desperately amorous for me.

I thought about Hayden as a human, and, to me, there really was no difference from what he was already. In fact, there wasn't anything different at all about him after finding out he was an angel, other than the fact that he carried a hydro-gun that shot holy water bullets. 
Then I thought about the very thing that made Hayden what he truly was.

“So you've got wings?” I declared.

“Yup,” he answered with a smirk.

“Where are yours?” I was getting brave with my questions.

“They appear when I want them to.”

“Hmm.” I thought. “And can you fly?”

“Sure can,” he said smugly.

“Then why do you have a motorcycle?”

“It's obviously less conspicuous if I use a Harley as my means of transportation. Flying over the city with wings may cause a bit of havoc, and we have enough of that already on our plate, don't you think?”

“Guess so,” I said with a simper. I thought for a moment. “Where exactly is the Guardian Council?”

“They move around a lot, but we always know where they are. Right now, they are stationed in L.A.”

“L.A?”

“Yes, Los Angeles, California.”

“Why L.A?”

“Because that is where the next disaster will strike and they have to be there when it does. They always remain close to the place in which the next devastating event will happen. Try to, anyway.”

“Like an earthquake?”

Hayden bobbed his head. “Prime example.”

“How do they know where to be and when the disasters will occur?”

“Elka,” Hayden said, “she is a Guardian on the council and has the ability to foresee huge events that will make an impact, anywhere from a small city to the entire world.” He looked at me for a moment, then continued. “She's the female friend
 I had come in and help get you cleaned up tonight.”

I sucked air. “Oh, my God. How embarrassing!”

“Hey, better her than me, right?” He held up his palms.

He had a point. I sighed. “Are they like you?” I wasn't sure what I 
meant by my random question and I was hoping I wouldn't have to explain myself.

“How so?”


Drats
. I sighed. “Well, for starters, can they be seen?”

“Only if they want to be. You, on the other hand, have the ability to see them anytime now that you've Crossed.”

“And what about you? I can see you, but what about other people?”

“Now, I'm kind of a permanence, if you will, so every other human will be able to see me with you. Don't worry, you won't have to go walking around looking as if you're talking to an imaginary friend.” He laughed at the thought.

“Well, that's good news,” I said with little enthusiasm. Then a yawn took me over.

“Oooookay, that's the cue. You need to get some sleep. We'll finish up with the endless questions in the morning.” He winked at me.

My eyes widened as he stood from the chair. “Where are you--”

“Relax, Evika. I already told you I wasn't going anywhere.” He rummaged through the cupboards. “Do you have any coffee?”

“Angels drink coffee?”

He chuckled. “Nevermind. I'll just grab some water. Hey,” his eyes widened, “here's some Kool-Aid.”

“Good, 'cuz I don't have coffee.”

“Don't worry about me. I'll make myself at home. You get some rest.”

I rolled my eyes and nestled into the bed, exhausted, watching him in the light of the refrigerator. I admired the curves of his arm muscles as he made himself a bowl of the pasta salad that Ms. Makerov left for me. He started shoveling the food into his mouth, not even bothering to get to the table first. I quietly giggled at how human he seemed. So perfectly imperfect.

“Hey, Hayden?”

His head perked up. “Yeah?”

“What kind of angel are you, anyway?” I laughed out the question
.

“The only kind there is, the good kind,” he answered matter-of-factually. He gulped down his huge mug of cherry Kool-Aid and paused to throw me an innocent smile. “G'night, Evika.”

For an angel, he seemed human enough for me. “G'night, Angel-man.” I sighed and listened to the song playing on the radio. Content, I let my heavy eyes shut.
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Tandem









I

took a long, hot shower late in the morning. I needed to clear my head and try to focus on what the past few days meant for me. Looking at myself in the mirror, I observed the bruises on my head and arms from the fall. I looked like a stranger to myself. Worn out. Aged. Could a couple of days of post-traumatic stress really do that to a person? Then I remembered all the crying I'd done, and the stress along with it that probably didn't make things any better for the bags under my eyes. A good night's sleep was something for which I ached.

I towel dried my hair a bit more and put it in a simple pony tail, threw on some jeans and a gray Nirvana t-shirt, then peaked out into the kitchen. Hayden was sitting at the table reading The Plain Dealer and drinking strong coffee. I could smell the scent of coffee beans through the hall.

He shook his head at the article. “Damn, not another one.”

“Another what?” I presented myself. His head popped up.

“Oh, just another sad story about a mother killing her kids and then herself. It just irritates me to read these things.”

“And that's exactly why I don't get
 the paper. I can't stand the news. Nothing but depressing crap. Where did you get that one?
”

He nodded toward the window. “When you were showering, I went and grabbed one at the Starbucks down the block. Here,” he lifted another cup from the counter, “I got you a venti mocha with extra whipped cream if you want it.” He folded the newspaper and tossed it on the counter.

I smiled at him and made my way to the kitchen. “I love these. Thank you.” I took a massive gulp of my mocha. The temperature was just right. It was nice to taste one again. I'd cut them out of the budget after Joel left since I had to save every penny.

It was quiet in the room for a few minutes; neither of us made a sound. Hayden had a solemn expression on his face before speaking.

“So, there is one part of that story I told you last night that I'm surprised you didn't bring up in your many questions,” he said.

“What's that?”

“The part about Nora not being your biological mother.” It stung when he brought it up. “Does it bother you?” he inquired.

I looked away from him for a brief moment, assessing my feelings on the matter. I imagined Hayden might have been worried about my reaction to knowing the truth about my mother and that revealed secret. I waited for the reality of his words to sink in and finally had my answer. “She was and is
 still my mother. No matter what. I still love her the same way.” And that was the truth. “Nothing can change that.”

He smiled at me. “I'm glad you are okay with it. I worried a little about how you would feel.”

I gave him a serious look, but couldn't stop the grin from forming. “I guess I'm proving to you that I can handle a little truth. You've thrown a lot at me in the past twenty-four hours. Guess I'm doing okay.” I let out a light laugh. To be honest, I surprised myself with all the truth I was handling.

I studied Hayden's expression. His emerald eyes made their way to mine. I could tell there was yet another agenda behind them, and I was just waiting for him to spit it out. I braced myself for more details on zombies, dead things, gargoyle-like demons who were trying to kill me. You know, the normal stuff that was to become my new life
.

“You do know that everything is tandem from now on, don't you?” he asked me.

I looked at him, incredulously. “Tandem?”

“Yeah, you know. I-go-where-you-go kind of thing. You fall, I fall.”

“Everything we do? Like even when I have to go to a public bathroom?” I raised my voice in shock.

Hayden belted out with a booming laugh. “Jeez, you would
 think that way, wouldn't you? Evika, aside from the act of disposing of our bodily waste, we are together and it must stay that way. I mean, I know there will be time you may want to spend with your friends, and I'll gladly keep my distance, but I'll always be near.” He paused for a moment. “Of course, I highly doubt you'll ever want to go anywhere without me,” he said smugly.

I bulked at his explanation. “What is that
 supposed to mean?” I wasn't sure if his comment was meant as a comfort or a mild threat, but after reading his expression, it showed me that he was trying to put some humor into the situation, which just made me start laughing.

He tried to look at me sternly, but couldn't hide that grin. “Evika, this is no laughing matter. When I say tandem, I mean tandem
.”

“Okay, okay. Basically, you mean that you need to know where my ass is at all times or be with me at all times. Am I right?” The subject matter was starting to become beyond comical; however, there was an edge to the conversation that was leading me to believe it wasn't going to be the last time we'd speak of this new tandem thing.

“Hey, whether you want to admit it or not, I'm pretty important to you. And like I said, I highly doubt you'll ever want to go anywhere without me anyway.” He gave me a huge, cheesy smile, and his eyes sparkled.

I shook my head. “You are just so full of yourself. It absolutely fascinates me,” I said to him, topping it off with my famous eye-roll. I'll admit, he was starting to grow on me. Of course, I never would have let it on. Why make it easy for him?

“Speaking of fascinating, I do have something else of which to 
inform you.” He grabbed some folded papers from the inside pocket of his jacket. My curiosity peaked, as usual.

“Great, now what? A contract?”

He smirked and shook his head. “No, but that's not a bad idea.” I pursed my lips at him. “Kidding. This is something important though, and since we are somewhat on the subject of togetherness
, it's a good time to bring this up to you. Plus, you seem to be in a good mood.”

“So spit it out, Hayden,” I said impatiently.

He raised his brow at my sharpness. “Hey, it can wait if you're going to act like that,” he said. I rolled my eyes. “In this new life, it's much easier if you don't have to work, so there is an account that has been passed down to you from your father.”

I didn't have to return to work until the following Wednesday. It would be a difficult task to juggle a full time job along with my new calling in life. “Account? Like, a bank account?”

He nodded.

“Enough to quit my job?”

He nodded again.

“Enough that I'll never have to work again?”

“Absolutely,” he confirmed.

I held out my hand for the papers. “How much are we talking here?”

“You may need to sit down.”

I obliged to his comment and sat down with my mocha. “Okay. I'm sitting.”

“Don't spill your coffee.” He handed me the folded papers. “This statement is from a few months ago when I had them print a summary for us.”

“Us,” I said, looking at him with narrow eyes. I had a feeling I knew what that meant.

I slowly unfolded the contents. The first page was a plethora of information. As I scrolled through the pages, my eyes widened after seeing the figures of the account. I gasped, blinking my eyes and staring at the page again
.

“Um, that's got to be a typo,” I said in disbelief.

Hayden just looked at me, attempting to hold in a laugh and failing miserably. “Nope, I checked the figures and ran through it all before leaving the bank. That is all correct information.”

“You mean to tell me I have twenty-seven million dollars in my name? Me?”

Hayden sauntered to my side of the counter and leaned to look over my shoulder. “Well, if you're Evika Jade Stormer,” he slid his finger down to my name on the first page. “Ah yes, that's it right there. Evika Ja---”

“I see it!” I shrilled, irritated that he spoke so condescendingly. “Hayden, what the hell? You have got to be joking. There is no way this is possible.” I didn't believe it. Don't get me wrong, I did want to believe what I was seeing, but I didn't want to be some butt of a joke either. I'd already had plenty thrown at me that was unbelievable enough, but something working in my favor seemed implausible, so I didn't want to get hung up on it if it wasn't real.

“It's true,” he simply said.

“No way,” I argued.

“What, do you need to take a ride to the bank and have them
 tell you?”

I nodded, slowly, still staring at the pages. “I think so.”

“I can't believe this,” he chortled. “You still don't trust me yet?”

“I have no idea what I believe right now,” I said, still staring down at the statement. I looked up at him. He sighed heavily, shaking his head and giving me that smirk of his. He knew exactly what I wanted to do.

“Come on.” He sounded defeated. “We'll take a ride down to the bank.”

I jumped up, giving him my most radiant smile. “Great idea. I'll get my jacket.” I folded up the papers and placed them neatly in my purse after harnessing the strap across my torso.

Hayden insisted on taking my car and driving us there himself. You would have thought he was almost trying to piss me off by 
driving slower than normal. I couldn't help but regret that I wasn't in the driver's seat, but then again, I hated driving downtown when I didn't know where I was going.

We entered Nations Bank, a place in which I had yet to set foot, and it seemed that one of us had already been deemed a familiar face.

“Ah, Mr. Crow, how are you today?” a short and plump man in a charcoal suit greeted as he came from around the corner hurriedly while carrying a manila folder.

“Mr. Crow?” I whispered to Hayden. He winked at me and placed his hand on the small of my back.

“Hello, Davis. I'm well. I've brought Jack Stormer's daughter, Evika, with me.” His voice lowered. “She's somewhat in awe and needs more details on our account.”


There he goes again with the “
our” and “
us” thing,
 I thought.
 I was so lost about what that really meant.

“Miss Stormer, how wonderful to finally meet you,” Davis extended his arm for a handshake.

“Uh, hello,” I said, forcing a smile.

“So, Mr. Crow, you must have told her the good news, I presume?” His brow lifted.

“Yes sir, but a trip to the bank was necessary for her.” Hayden smiled. “She is sort of in disbelief.”

“Well, of course.” Davis turned to me. “Miss Stormer, I have no doubt it is hard to believe, and I can give you all of the information you need. If you both will excuse me for just a few minutes, I'm just about wrapped up with a client in my office, and then I'll be right with you.”

“Certainly,” Hayden answered. “Take your time.”

Davis walked off with his manila folder as Hayden and I took a seat in the lobby.

I slid my hand along the black leather arm of the couch. Real leather. “Whatever happened to going up to a teller, handing them I.D. and making a transaction?
”

Hayden's lips curled into a devious grin. “It's private banking. Different ball game. Royal treatment.”

“I see that. It's weird.”

“Get used to it.”

I grabbed the top magazine sitting in the neatly piled stack on the lobby table - Bloomsberg Businessweek – and thumbed through the pages, just staring at pictures for the next few minutes.

“Okay,” Davis walked out to greet us. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. Crow, Miss Stormer. Please follow me.” We walked back to his office around the corner, one wall entirely made of windows. “Please,” he gestured with a wave of his hand to a pair of leather guest seats in front of his desk, “have a seat. May I get you both some coffee? Perhaps some bottled water?”


Perhaps a warm towelette or mint on your pillow?
 “I'm fine, thank you,” I said as I sat down.

“No, thank you,” Hayden replied.

We were all finally seated.

“Miss Stormer---” Davis started.

“Please,” I cut him off, “call me Evika.” I smiled, assuringly. I really hated the formalities.

He smiled back. “Evika, I remember working with your father many years ago to secure this account for you. It was an absolute pleasure to work with him. We discussed the best options. The bulk of it is held in a CD and is locked at an interest rate of about five percent, but the lead account is enough to live off of and the sister account is the one meant for purchases.”

I stared blankly. “So how does this work, exactly? Do I get a debit card or something?”

Davis glanced at Hayden for a moment, then back to me. “Well, Evika, yes. There are writable checks and a set of debit-credit cards. Mr. Crow is the custodian on the account, so there is a limited amount that can be taken out within a monthly period unless he signs consent for a higher transfer. A sister account has been set up to deposit the limited amounts. An allowance, if you will.
”

“Wait a minute,” I held up my hand. I needed a breather. “I'm sorry, you said Hayden is the what
?”

He looked at me questioningly, as if he'd expected me to know this little tidbit. From the corner of my eye, I could see Hayden adjusting confidently in his chair.

“Well, I have the information here in the file. I will print the account summary out for your records. Mr. Crow is the custodian of this account, and you are the beneficiary.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Meaning?” I knew damn well what it meant.

“Meaning,” Hayden cut in, “I have to sign anything above a certain figure. The limit is set to five grand per month. That is the increment that you can access on your own through the sister account, but for anything from the lead account, you'll need my presence or my signature.” He glanced at me as my eyes wandered over to his.

I couldn't believe it.

“Precisely,” Davis concurred. “Evika, Mr. Crow has already been provided with a set of the debit cards, and there is already five thousand in the account at this time. You are welcome to transfer more into the sister account at this time if you like, since Mr. Crow is present. The checks, access phone codes, and other things have been provided to Mr. Crow to give to you. And, rest assured, these accounts are highly secured at this bank.”

“Interesting,” I said in a way to show I was being polite to Davis, but a tone in which Hayden would know I was far from pleased. I flexed my jaw.

“Now, is there anything I can do for you at this time? I'm assuming you'd like another statement? A more updated figure, of course. Miss Murphy said you were here recently?”

“Yes, please. An update on the balance would be great.” Hayden said while giving me a look of disapproval.

I became self-aware and realized my lips were pursed, and if my eyebrows furrowed any lower, you would have had to send me in for a face lift
.

“If you'll excuse me, I'm just going to print this off on one of the other office printers. Mine seems to have gotten jammed,” Davis politely excused himself.

“Please, take your time,” Hayden said as Davis left the room. He turned to me. “Wow, what's with the look?” he asked me, lightly sputtering a laugh.

“Oh, you have got to be kidding me. My dad sets up an account for me, and you
 control the money? Are you freaking serious?” I was starting to fume as the idea sunk in.

Hayden shook his head, “Evika, it's not---”

“Okay, folks! Here is this month's profits and breakdowns.” Davis sat back down again and set the papers down at the front of his desk. I assumed it was because he wasn't sure who to give them to at that point. I reached up for them, anticipating having to beat Hayden to them, but he didn't budge. I felt a little better about that, snatching them eagerly.

“Thank you,” I said. I gave a quick look at the statement, showing a balance even higher than the one I'd seen that morning.

“Please Evika, Mr. Crow, do not hesitate to contact me at the number I've provided to you, should you need anything further until we meet again. The rest of the staff here at Nation's is more than happy to assist you as well.” He stood to shake our hands.

“Absolutely, Davis. Thank you for your help.”

“Ms. Stormer,” he gently took my hand, “a pleasure.”

“Thank you, Davis,” I said as he walked us out as if we were guests at his home.

I maintained my composure as Hayden and I walked out of the lobby and out the door, but by the time we hit the sidewalk to walk back to the parking lot down the block, I saw red.

Hayden lightly squeezed my arm and leaned in before I could say anything. “Please. Let's just get to the car before you get the whole city to stare at us. You can blow up at me then.”

I glared at him, but he was right. Would I really want every stranger walking the streets to know that I was a millionaire? Oh wait, that we
 were millionaires? That I had a monthly allowance and that 
an angel
 with a fictitious last name was the custodian of the account? I whipped my arm away from his grip. He let out a quiet laugh. Ugh! I could hardly keep my mouth shut. I felt small, belittled, blind-sighted, and just plain in the dark over the whole thing.

“Great,” Hayden said to himself as he held out his hand for a raindrop. “Just in time.” He unlocked my side of the car, and I shoved myself in, folding my arms tightly across my chest.

I saw his door open and didn't even wait for him to get in and shut the door before I unloaded.

“I can't believe this! My dad leaves me an account, and your
 ass, which isn't even human by the way, appoints itself the custodian of my account? What kind of bullshit is that? I'm sorry, am I five?

I sure as hell don't think so. Whose brilliant idea was this anyway? Lightbulb! Let's make Mr. Fake-Last-Name with a fake social security number and fake existence watch over this poor girl, and hey, while we're at it, we'll let him have control of the twenty-seven million dollars and give her an allowance! Brilliant! Just---”

“Are you done yet? Because I have some explaining to do if you'd let me into this conversation sometime soon...?” He looked at me with his eyebrows raised.

“Ugh!” I let out a frustrated grunt. “Talk!”

“Evika, the brilliant idea
 came from your father. He knew you'd still be young. Can you honestly tell me that you weren't fantasizing about all the great things you wanted to do with that money when I first handed you that statement at home? There needs to be some control here, and you haven't exactly demonstrated that kind of behavior.”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, come on!”

He gave me one of those “are you serious” expressions. Okay, so there really was no good reason why he would be deemed less responsible than I was. Still. I found the arrangement absolutely asinine.

“So, if my dad had all this money stuffed away into some account, then why didn't I know about it before? Why didn't my mother know about it?
”

“Your mother did know about it, but she knew it was for you and should only be used when you started leading this new life. Your father had a separate account for her that helped you guys out during all those years, but nothing like this account.”

“But my dad had to have set this up for me before he died, so if he gave me to my mother, er, my aunt to raise me, then why wouldn't he have just appointed her
 the custodian of this massive account?” I glared. I thought I had him then. There was no possible way he'd get out of that question. There was no good reason for it. I had to find a flaw in this somehow. There was no way Hayden should have been in control of the money.

Hayden closed his eyes and laid his head back against the seat. I'd only known him for a few days, but already I was beginning to know how to read his body language. This next part was going to be something he didn't want to say, but had to.

“Evika,” he looked at me solemnly, “your father didn't put the lead account into your mother's name because he knew something was going to happen to her.” He stopped and watched my face. A sick feeling washed through me, and the memories of that day came flooding back. I could see in his eyes that he saw the hurt flash across my face.

“What do you mean, he already knew?” I finally asked.

“Jack knew Nora was going to die, but he didn't want you with anyone else. He trusted her, and only her, until I would come into the picture. He knew that you were going to Cross a few years after her death. Evika, he saw these things when you were born. He knew you were born a half-life. He knew he would have to give up his own life to save yours, and he knew that something would happen to Nora. That was his gift. Premonitions.”

I tasted the salt in my mouth as I listened to him. I just stared out the window, hating the things I was hearing. Hating knowing that my father knew my mother was going to die, but never did anything about it when he had the power to save her long before it would ever happen. He'd even died for me way before he had to. I could have had 
all of that time with my father, and he'd still chosen to save me years before it was necessary.

“If he could see things before they happened, then why the hell didn't he hold off and just raise me with my mother and change the way things turned out? Why would he just throw it all away like that before saving me when he could have had more time? More time with me?
”

“No, Evika, that's just it. He-He didn't.” He hesitated with what to say next. “There was no time. They were already after you.”

“Who? What do you mean?”

“It's not important right now. You've been through enough for one day. I'm not getting into that story right now.”

“Hayden, I want to know. What was after me?” I demanded.

“Evika, we need to save this conversation for another time. We need to sit down and discuss our future, not the past. The past isn't important at this particular time. It will be, but not right now.”

“But, Hay---”

“I said another time, Evika.” His voice boomed throughout the car walls. “Let it go.”

I relented, folding my arms again and staring out the window. I focused on the specks of rain that slowly cascaded down past the rubber strip in the door. I was even more frustrated than I had been before leaving the bank.

His voice softened with his next words. “Your father made some mistakes, but he did what he could to fix them.” He paused briefly. I then heard his faint sigh and could have sworn it contained a tad of guilt. “It's a subject for another time. Please, just respect that.”

Despite the quiet sound of the falling rain, the dead silence in the car was penetrating, and the last thing I wanted to do was sit there any longer in that car.

“Whatever,” I broke the air, “I'm hungry, so I'm gonna go use my fancy debit slash credit card at Tilted Kilt.” Before hopping out of the car, I composed myself before speaking through my teeth. “I'm assuming tandem
 applies, so I'll grab a table for two.
”

I got out of the car and felt the rain hit my hair instantly, and then start to weigh me down as it accumulated. I kept my stride at a good pace down the couple of blocks, but I never broke into a run. As much as I wanted a beer before ordering my food, I enjoyed the rain even more. I observed the passers-by, some walking along with their black umbrellas, and others huddled underneath some of the construction overhangs. I was glad to be walking alone. I needed my space at the moment, and Hayden was learning fast that he'd need to give that to me. I'm sure it was killing him to have to deal with my antics, but honestly, considering the circumstances, I was doing fairly well in handling what had been thrown at me in those past few days. However, he'd known me all my life anyway, so he could be the judge of that one.

I finally reached the bar and picked a table, ordering myself an Eliot Ness bottle. I wasn't in the mood for a Guinness. I asked for two menus and by the time they gave me my beer, Hayden walked in through the door, swinging it open and finding me with his eyes immediately. Pieces of his short, wet hair straggled across his face just like in my first dream of him. His black t-shirt was stuck to his body, coating him tightly like a shiny, charcoal-colored paint. I couldn't take my eyes from him as he started toward me, but I kept reminding myself I was still livid.

The overhead music started playing a new song, “My Stupid Mouth.” I died laughing inside. I wondered if the song was directed toward me or Hayden? Which one of us was at fault for the previous conversation going off-kilter?

“So, did you get me one of those, too?” He smiled at me while taking a seat. God, his chest was flawless in that shirt.

“What, a beer?” I huffed. “Are you serious?”

“Yes, Evika. A beer.”

“No, I figured you'd want to keep what's left of your holiness...holy.”


He sighed. “A beer won't kill me.” His slight irritation did not go unnoticed by me.

“Really? So, what will
?” Ugh. I really didn't mean it as harshly as it 
sounded, but I just had no control. My damn mouth. My stupid, stupid
 mouth. I knew who the song was meant for.

He rolled his eyes at me and flagged down the waitress. She came over, and he ordered a Coors Light on draft and the fried ravioli appetizer, but said he was still scoping the menu for his meal. Hayden waited for the waitress to step away before looking at me again. When our eyes met, I could still see irritation behind his.

“Do you happen to have a switch up there that tells you that maybe the thing you are about to say is just a little too much?” he challenged.

I shrugged it off. “Never noticed.” I took a swig of my beer. “But you
, on the other hand, are a different story. You seem to have that red-alert button that stops you from saying things to someone when they really need to hear them. Is this an acquired skill?”

“I thought we were over this for today,” he said quietly.

“I thought you knew me better than that. It takes a little more than a walk in the rain to cool me off after finding out there are more secrets my Guardian Angel is keeping from me.”

“Here are some of the house breadsticks,” our waitress approached, “and your drinks. Have you decided on your orders?”

“Sure,” I perked, glad to have had the last word before the change in subject. “May I please have the cheeseburger with a side of onion rings? Double the cheese. Well done.”

“Absolutely.” She smiled. “And for you, sir?”

Hayden folded the menu closed. “You know, if you could just bring me an order of your fish and chips with a side of tarter that would be great.”

“Sure thing. I'll have your orders out soon.” Then she walked off.

“Not soon enough,” I muttered in a sardonic tone as I started tearing into a breadstick and slumped further into the seat.

Hayden dropped his shoulders and let out a heavy sigh. “Evika, I'm sorry.”

“Sorry for what? Ordering fish and chips?” I asked pointedly.

He shook his head. “You know what I mean, Evika.
”

“No, not really, Hayden. What exactly are you sorry for?” I was starting to get loud. “Because I have an entire list of things that I deserve apologies for and the people from whom I should hear them.”

He leaned into the table and spoke through his teeth to me. “Evika, this is neither the time or place for this. You are acting like a child
.” His emphasis on the word “child” really got me revved up.

I finished chewing my bite of bread, glaring at him all the while before I swallowed. “Oh yeah? Then quit treating me like one, Hayden. Maybe that'll do the trick.”

His eyes narrowed. “You are so frustrating and stubborn. Do you know this?”

“Well, you're complicated and overbearing,” I retorted. “And cryptic! And you frustrate the hell out of me.”

He leaned in a bit further and cocked his head. “If you followed the rules and did what I asked of you, I probably wouldn't have to be.” He glared back at me.

“Oh, sure. Blame me for your issues.”

“Evika, right now...you are
 my issue. And you want to talk about your frustrations with me? Try being me right now, dealing with you.”


Ouch.
 I rolled my eyes and looked down at my plate holding the other half of the breadstick. “Ugh. I'm not hungry anymore.” I pushed the plate away.

“Suit yourself,” he shrugged as he started buttering some bread of his own. I watched him for a moment. He was just taking his time, avoiding eye contact but smirking all the while. His actions further annoyed me.

“What, you're not going to make me finish my meal?” I said, my tone dripping with sarcasm.

“You're only embarrassing yourself, Evika.”

I let out a quiet “humph” as I tightened my already-folded arms. I thought about what to do next. He was clearly not going to give in to my antics. I knew I was frustrating and stubborn, but I wasn't about to admit that he was right. Not in a million years. I felt defeated and didn't feel like listening to him chew
.

“I'm gonna go sit in the car. I've lost my appetite.” I stood to leave.

“Go ahead,” he said between bites, still relaxed. “I'll meet you there.”

I held my hand out for the keys, and he willingly placed them in my palm.

I was only about three steps away when he decided to add one more remark. “And Evika,” I stopped mid-step to listen. “No tricks,” he said sternly.

I turned and shot him a look, trying to read the severity in his eyes. His expression was unchanged since I'd left the table. I almost despised the fact that he thought I had any options in the matter. Did he think I would run? Even more, run and hide from him? He was all I had. As sad and desperate as that sounded, it was the truth; he was
 all I had. I wondered if he even saw things the same way I did. All I could do was sigh, look away and hang my head in defeat. “Where the hell would I even go now, Hayden?” I muttered, then turned and left the restaurant.

I sat in the passenger's seat, reclining so I could just stare at the roof of the car. I caught a glimpse of the angel clip on the other visor from Ms. Makerov. The thought of her made me smile. Then I read the inscription out loud. “Never drive faster than your guardian angel can fly.”
 I laughed to myself. I thought of Hayden in the restaurant, probably still eating, probably planning on taking his good ol' time, savoring every bite so I had to wait, knowing well that I wouldn't just drive off without him.

As much as I was angry with him for keeping something else from me, part of me knew there was a reason why he was. I didn't agree with it, but I guess I was scared to know anyway. In part, his presence in my life irked me, but mostly, it gave me a feeling of security. As complicated as my life was becoming, his addition to it seemed to make things tamer and even more hopeful. I'd pondered why I'd felt so much indifference toward him at times; I tried pegging his close-to-perfectionism. It was so irritating to me that he always seemed to be right about everything; then, I would just try to argue with him for the sake of arguing. Of course, he was right. I was relentless 
and stubborn and just plain childish at times. My stomach growled as my head remained enveloped in all of my thoughts. I was too proud to go back inside to eat with him, so I decided to shut my eyes and wait for the sleep to hit me. It was during that quiet moment that I realized I really wasn't mad anymore, which surprised me.

Not more than five minutes went by before I heard a knuckle tapping at the window of the driver's side. It was Hayden. I unlocked the doors and he shoved himself in, holding two carry-out bags and placing them carefully in the back seat.

I looked at him questioningly. “I thought you were going to finish your meal.”

“If you recall, I said I'd you meet you in the car. What kind of man would I be, making you sit out here and wait for me to finish my meal?” He was serious, which was perplexing. What made his question even more peculiar was his use of the word “man.” I'd mentally noted his choice of the word and decided not to respond, in hopes that his question was a rhetorical one. In the silence that followed, he nodded to the bags. “I ordered you some extra breadsticks with your dinner.” He turned the engine and backed out of the parking space, switching his eyes between the rear view mirror and front windshield.

I narrowed my eyes at him, studying his serious expression. I always did that when I was thinking too hard; narrowing my eyes and concentrating. “Thanks,” was all I could say. I was beginning to see that his unpredictability would remain a constant struggle for me.

“I know you like them,” he said nonchalantly as we turned out onto the busy road.

We were quiet for a few minutes. I chewed on my bottom lip and played with a piece of my hair, contemplating if I really wanted to ask what had been on my mind since we were at the bank, aside from the crap that made me angry.

“So, what's with the last name?” I blurted.

His eyes shot a look over to me and then back to the road again. “Crow?”

I nodded
.

He shrugged, and I saw the corner of his lips go up into a crooked smile. “I liked the movie.”

Of course he did. I couldn't help my forming smile, so I turned to look out of the window, silently gloating that I'd lightened the mood. That was all we said for the whole drive home.
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I

t was dark once again, and I knew they'd be out there - Seekers is what Hayden called them - but I didn't want to scare myself by taking another look. I decided to stay inside my bubble for a little while longer and concentrate on the next part of our plans.

The question had finally surfaced in my mind and probably should have been the first one I'd asked after finding out I had a monster bank account. “Hayden, I may already know the answer to this, but where did all this money come from? I mean, I know my dad set up the account, but how did he get it in the first place?”

Hayden took off his jacket, threw it on the bed, and ran his hand through his hair. God, it made me light-headed when he did that. Why, oh why,
 did he have to do that? I waited for him to tell me Jack robbed a bank or maybe his life insurance policy was massively huge, and my mother threw it all into the account he opened once he died.

“You remember I told you about Jack's gift?” I nodded in response to his question. “After he Crossed, he acquired that gift.” Hayden chuckled as he recalled what he was about to tell me.

“He tried it out once on a state lottery after pulling some numbers out of his, well, you know. Anyway, it was a low lotto pot that year, but 
he won. He took the lump sum, I think it was around one point two million, and then he invested it in all the right places: stocks, CDs, all that mumbo-jumbo. That was where it started, anyway.”

“So he knew which markets would go sky high or plummet then, right?” I was beginning to get the idea.

Hayden pointed his finger at me. “You guessed it. Actually, it was kind of funny after he won the first million. He and Lavinia were just starting to get to know each other before becoming close. They butted heads about everything. Jack dragged her off to Windsor and tried out his 'technique' up there, and she was reaming him out when he came so close to getting his ass handed to him by security. He wasn't very slick with it at first; tossing back the drinks and throwing down wads of money. Lavinia talked some sense into him, and he decided to let the Vegas persona go. His giving up gambling made everyone happy. Everyone, as in the Guardian Council. Your dad was getting a bit out of hand with the whole “I see the future” thing, and they wanted him to cool it. He was doing more gambling and drinking than he was saving Seekers.” Hayden laughed. “But honestly, he was only nineteen when this new life was thrown at him, so the Council knew he was a work in progress. Anyway, eventually, your dad was able to invest the smart way and kept track of everything through investing in the markets.”

I smiled as I thought about my father acting like an idiot in the casinos. I didn't remember him well at all, but I just imagined how I would feel, as young as I already was with this new destiny and given a gift like that. I'd be milking it for all its worth, too. I could see myself getting carried away with money, especially in the right atmosphere. Maybe that was why my father did it, the reason why he made Hayden the custodian of the account. With an account full of money, my options were stacking up. Although I was still quite salty about the whole custodian thing, I felt I'd be able to negotiate with Hayden. I'd feel him out, find his soft spot, and make a deal on a few things. My tactics would prevail...at least, I'd hoped.

“So when does all of this start?” I asked him
.

Hayden spun on his heels in the kitchen in front of the open fridge. “What, you mean the whole soul-saving thing?”

I nodded. “Yup.”

“We need to make some plans first before we get into all of that.” He shoveled some of Ms. M's pasta salad into a bowl. Eating again.

“What kind of plans?”

He took a few bites and waved his fork around, chewing while contemplating an answer. “Like work space.”

“Right,” I played along. “I need an office.”

He smirked. “No, you need more like a warehouse.”

I stared at him. I had no idea if he meant the comment literally or not.

He caught my expression and elaborated. “Obviously, this apartment isn't going to work,” he said, “so I thought you could pick a place you'd like to live, within reason. We need plenty of land and privacy, so do you have any preferences with those guidelines in mind?”

I looked at him blankly. “Hayden, I have twenty-seven million dollars. I need better-detailed guidelines.”

He rolled his eyes and laughed. “Keep it in the U.S., Evika. That is all that I ask. We have enough going on right now without having to deal with customs and learning a whole new language on top of it. Have you ever thought about getting out of Ohio?”

I laughed and thought for a moment. I'd never been outside of Ohio my whole life, yet I hated the cold and the snow during the winter season. I knew I wanted to go south. “So, what do you want me to do? Just name a place I want to move to and we'll go?”

“I said within reason,” he reminded me.

I rolled my eyes. “I don't know.” I walked to the kitchen to grab a Guinness. “South,
” I yelled as I popped the cap on the bottle.

“Huh?” he stopped chewing.

“South. You know, somewhere warmer?”

“For starters, it's a direction, not a place, and I just thought you'd bust out with something like Hawaii.”

“No way.” I shook my head in repulsion
.

“What's wrong with Hawaii?”

“I prefer not living on a floating island in the middle of the ocean.”

Hayden laughed. “It's quite stationary, Evika.”

“You know what I mean. Too far from the mainland and it's like a six-hour flight from San Francisco over the ocean.
”

He sighed. “Okay, so we have the direction, at least. Any clue as to how we are going to narrow the location down or can I just pick it for us?”

Before answering, I had an idea. I ran to the other bedroom and pulled out the poster-sized map from Joel's closet. It was a map of the United States and all the Interstates for travel. We'd marked it up when we planned on taking a road trip for Joel's eighteenth birthday, but his birthday came only a few months after losing my mother that year, so it got postponed and the map got shoved away for good. I ran to my desk and got some masking tape to hang the map on the wall.

“What on the Creator's green earth are you doing?” Hayden watched me fiddle with the roll of tape.

I grinned. “You'll see.” I then ran to look under my bed for the dart board and darts. I found three of the darts, cleaned them of their dust, and then went back to the map, marking a line across the entire middles of the most southern states with red magic marker.

“Okay, here's the deal. We'll blindfold me and I'll shoot these darts at the map. The first one to land below the red line, with the exception of Hawaii,
” I caught Hayden rolling his eyes, “is where we'll move to.”

Hayden folded his arms and raised his brow. “You're serious? You want to play a twisted version of roulette with a map to determine where we'll be moving?”

I shrugged. “Yeah, what's the problem?”

“Be my guest.” He gestured to the wall with a wave of his hand. “But are you sure you don't just want to move to Hawaii? It's Paradise over there.” He wagged his eyebrows at me.

“It's also that little speck
 on the map up there, and unless you want 
to drain my
 account to start building a bridge from California to your little Paradise, I'm not moving there.”

He laughed at me again. “Evika, will you just let go once in a while?”

I swore what he said could have had a double meaning. “Hmm. If I recall correctly, the last time I let go, it got me into this mess, and I'm now half dead.”

Hayden looked at me solemnly, then eased into his devilish grin. “But it brought you to me, didn't it?”

I shook my head and laughed. “For cryin' out loud, are all
 of you this cocky?”

“Angels? Nah, just me as far as I know.”

“Thank goodness for that.” I sifted through my drawer for a bandana.

Hayden let out a heavy sigh. “Would you, at the very least, consider taking a vacation there? We could take a boat. That may take us a hundred years, but we'd get there eventually.”

“Ha. Ha.” Ugh. He just wasn't letting the idea of Hawaii go. I thought for a moment. I'd always wanted to go to one of the Hawaiian Islands, but fear got the best of me when it came to flying over the ocean. I knew I'd bring myself to do it if I ever got the chance to, but I found this was a great opportunity for me to slip in one of my requests. “We can go someday,” I started to smirk, “only if I get the car I want.”

Hayden's shoulders dropped. “Bribing me? Now you have a car in mind? You already have a car.”

“That poor excuse for a car is on its last leg
! Do you really want me driving around in that monstrosity while I'm being chased by Drones?”

He sighed heavily again. “I'm afraid to ask, but what kind of car do you want?”

I looked at him and said it without missing a beat. “A Mustang.” His expression remained with only a slight lift in his brow, so I kept going. “A brand, spankin', new Shelby GT500, to be exact.”

Hayden choked on a bite of pasta. “What? Are you serious?
”

“Yeah. Why, did I stutter?”

“Uh, Evika, those are extremely expensive.”

“Especially after all of my
 add-ons,” I said confidently, “but, you know, it's a fast car. Great for escaping demonic creatures and such.”

He narrowed his eyes. “That's what I'm here for, to protect you from those. You don't need to blow money on a ridiculous car for that.”

He was frustrating me, but I figured I'd spout off one more comment and let it simmer with him. “Fine. I'll keep my death-trap jalopy, and one day when I bolt out of the house in the south, upset with you for some reason, which is highly likely to happen I might add, and a Drone decides to come up and swipe me across my neck again before you get there and I can't escape because my car dies
 on me, I'll be sure to say I told you so
. You know, if I'm still alive.”

Hayden shook his head, laughing. “You are an extremely long-winded negotiator. Do you know that?”

“Well, you're terrible at giving in.” I stuck out my tongue.

He grinned. “I've had hundreds of lifetimes to practice the art and all of your
 lifetime to study your angles.”

I rolled my eyes. I took the bandana and tied it around my head to cover my eyes. “Put a pin in the car subject. Let's get crackin' at this going South thing. I'll throw one at a time and keep doing it until you say I hit below the red line, got it?”

“Go ahead.” He sounded exasperated. I wanted to laugh.

I shot the first dart.

“Ocean,” Hayden said.

I shot the second.

“Hm. I never thought about Canada.”

Jeez, my aim was off. “Forget it. Here's the last one.” I threw the last dart.

“Bingo. Hey, that'll work.” Hayden sounded satisfied. “I mean, it’s not really below the red line by much, but it works.”

I whipped the bandana off my head to look. I walked up to the map and pulled out the dart. “Southern Georgia,” I said aloud. “Hm. Savannah area. Never been, but I say we shoot for Tybee Island! 
Joel’s parents used to take family vacations there when he was younger.”

I was actually excited that my roulette game ended with my throwing a dart at a place I knew something about. Though it was a stretch since I’d never been there, it was still a connection to someone I knew. I knew it was where I wanted to go.

“We can go online tomorrow and check out some of the real estate. We should shoot for oceanfront. Best bet for privacy.”

I couldn't believe the words coming out of my mouth. Oceanfront? Really? I was talking as if I'd been making these plans forever.

“Whoa there, soldier.” Hayden put his hands up. “Slow down. Oceanfront property is expensive, and Tybee oceanfront? You’re talking a pretty penny if you want privacy, which can only be down one of those private roads. And we still have to furnish the place.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Need I remind you of my bank account?”

Hayden’s eyes narrowed. “Need I remind you that you're talking about blowing through money like it's a bag of chips?”

“Only a fraction of it. Let me live a little.”

Hayden narrowed his eyes playfully. “You're really pushing it.”

I smirked. “What, your buttons?” I took a swig of my beer. “I’m pretty good at it, huh?”

He folded his arms and started pacing, but I could see the small smile he was trying to hide. I waited patiently to hear what was brewing in his angel mind.

He stopped pacing and faced me. “If I agree to sign off on enough money to buy the ridiculous vehicle you want and the ridiculous house you want, which will be no more than half a million by the way, then you have to promise me something in return.”

Oh, great. What could he possibly want from me? I braced myself and sighed. “What do you want?”

He looked at me solemnly and then at the bottle in my hand. “I want you to cool it on the drinking.”

I looked at him in shock. Did I hear him right? “What
?”

“Curbing the habit. It's all I'm asking you to do.” He was serious.

I couldn't believe what I was hearing. I saw his expression and I 
heard what he said, but it wasn't computing. Who in the hell did he think he was? My blank stare must have cued him to elaborate.

“Evika, once you start, you just don't know when to quit. It's a poison to you, and you need to cut back.....a lot
. Don't you know how many of your binges I've witnessed? All of them. Believe me, Joel knew, but he didn't know the half
 of it. I watched you polish off everything you had left in that bottom cupboard during the entire week after he left.” He paused for a moment, re-evaluating his tone as I stared at him with my pursed lips. “Evika, I know that you have a hard time accepting Nora's death, but the heavy drinking has got to stop. It's not good for your health, and it's not good for this relationship. I have to keep you safe, and I'm going to start at the core.”

I felt my lips fusing into one hard line and my body heat rise. How dare he dictate how I was to live my life? How dare he give me an ultimatum and use my own money against me? I could do whatever I wanted with it if it weren't for his involvement on the account. How could he have the audacity to mention my mother's death as just a “hard time” of acceptance for me? Really? Hard time?

I felt the heat in my skin as I spoke through my teeth to him. “You know nothing
 about what I've been through!” I grabbed my jacket and went to the door.

Hayden ran to the door and pushed his hand against it, holding it shut as I tried to open it. “Evika, I'm not discrediting---”

“Just stop!” I slammed the bottle onto the dresser. I shook my head, still in disbelief that he would speak to me that way. “Of all people, you
 should understand since you know me inside and out, right?” I put all my might into a full shove into him to get him out of the way and twisted the doorknob, knowing full well that I was about to make a huge mistake. “You don't know me at all, Hayden.”

I slammed the door behind me and pulled my jacket on. I thought about which would be the lesser of the two evils and concluded that remaining in the apartment with Hayden was worse than exploring the outside air and possibly seeing those lurking dead people. I knew I had to act quickly to have just a little peace to myself, and even though I felt afraid, I also felt trapped and didn't want to 
remain a prisoner in my own home. I had to get out. I wanted to blow off my steam because I had a lot of it, yet again. I scrambled down the stairs, taking all nine flights down. It wasn't enough. I darted out the front door to the street and looked down each way. Nothing but a few cars, and then the rain started. I heard the rolling thunder in the distance. Go figure. But you know, I welcomed it. I wanted the rain, and I wanted the sound it made when it hit the pavement. I wanted to watch the puddles form in the street.

There I was again, getting pissed off at the drop of a hat and running away. I hated my temper, hated myself. I felt sick inside because, deep down, I knew that Hayden was right, and I hated him
 for it. I hated him for saying everything out loud and making me act this way. I hated that he said things so bluntly to me. No sugar-coating, no censoring. Where was his
 damned alert button that stopped his
 mouth? Ugh!


I wasn't ready to admit that I'd been killing myself for so long and I could possibly be better and feel better if I just didn't drown out the hurt every time I felt the pain coming. The pain was always there. It never went away; it never subsided.

The rain began pouring, coming down hard. I was drenched in an instant. I stood there letting it take me, wishing it could just cleanse me and wash away everything bad, so I could start anew.

“You always run away from your problems, don't you?” I heard him yell behind me through the hard-falling rain.

I turned to see him just as soaked as I was. I glared at him and yelled back. “I guess that's your way of admitting that you are my problem?”

Hayden pursed his lips and shook his head at me. “You know, you can be such an infant sometimes!” he yelled back.

“Wow, and to think, just this morning I was acting like a child. Such progress I've made.”

He shook his head as he walked up. Rain dripped from his nose and chin and from the hair in his face. The street light sparkled in his eyes when he looked at me
.

“And you are absolutely impossible
 to communicate with,” he added.

He knew just what to say to frustrate me even more than I already was. “You've known me all my life and are just now
 figuring that out?” I threw my hands in the air and turned to continue walking. I didn't even know where I was going. I didn't care.

Hayden grabbed my arm. “You can be mad at me all you want, Evika, but until you learn that living in a bottle for the rest of your life won't bring her back, I can't be subtle about how I feel about your habit.”

I yanked my arm from his grip and shrieked. “You have not a clue the kind of hell I've been living every day without her!” I glared hard at him then, feeling the tears spill over. I yelled at him with such anger that my throat throbbed in pain. I could feel the words in my throat, the ones I'd have to say aloud, and they stung. “Do you have any idea what pain feels like, Hayden? I'm not talking about cuts or scrapes or broken bones.” I smacked my hand to his chest. “I'm talking about hard-core pain right here in your heart, witnessing your own mother sporting a bullet-hole in her stomach, dying in your arms, feeling helpless, defeated, and devastated when she's bleeding all over your clothes in the middle of the fucking sidewalk after being shot to death by a man who still roams free as we speak!” Closing my eyes, I leaned my back against the building, lifted my face to the sky and let the rain mix with my tears and wash my face. Why couldn't the rain just heal me? Why couldn't Hayden just let me be? As if I hadn't already discovered enough changes in my life in the past twenty-four hours, now I was forced to get a whole new makeover. “I died that day, Hayden,” I cried. “A part of me died, and I'll never get it back.”

Hayden sloshed over to me and put his arms against the building by my head as he leaned in closely. “Evika,” he looked at me solemnly. “I'm not discrediting your love for her, your hurt, or your anger over the loss. I'd be crazy to do that, but you need to know that you are still here for a reason and this life will only get harder if you 
keep your vices. Your importance to this world is so much bigger than you could ever imagine. I need you to see that.”

I looked into his eyes and wondered, if I was so messed up, why was I thrown into this life in the first place? “Then maybe this was all a mistake, maybe I'm the wrong person.”

Hayden smiled and gave a nod to his side. “They don't seem to think so.”

I narrowed my eyes and turned to look further into the darkness past his shoulder and over to the lining street lights. I saw them standing there huddled in small masses in the rain, all looking at me with hopeful eyes.

“There are no mistakes in who's chosen, Evika,” Hayden said.

I made a conscious effort to stay calm, but realized this time they were people, just people, men and women of all ages and wearing all types of clothing from different times. One man was in a tattered tux. One woman with gray hair was wearing a flowered sun dress and a straw hat. There was another man in a pin-striped suit from the nineteen-thirties, and a young female who looked no older than I in go-go boots and a white dress. It was overwhelming to see so many different faces among these souls who needed help.

I looked into all of the pairs of expectant eyes, and I could see a sadness that lay behind them. The rain slowed up, and the Seekers walked among the street, almost floating inches above the pavement as they moved. Maybe they knew I needed my moment because they started dissipating. Seeing them up close didn't bother me as much as I thought it would. Hayden was right; they were people. I thought about how they felt trapped and wanted to move on. I remembered that Hayden said I was considered a vessel for the Seekers, and that is how they are set free.

I thought about the vessel that would set me
 free, the way in which my life might gain balance again; somehow, I knew it was standing right in front of me in that rain.

I turned my head to look into his eyes again. “I'm not good at change, Hayden.” It was all I could admit, but it was the truth.

He smiled and studied me for a moment. “I'll take what I can get. 
A little bit at a time is progress in my eyes,” he said before grabbing all of my wet hair and twisting out the rain. This nurturing side of him baffled me, but I liked it, and I needed it. I was amazed at the calm I felt within me so quickly when he was near or when he touched me. It was often subtle, but noticeable.

Hayden ran his hand through his own hair, shook out the rain, and looked at our clothes. “Something has got to give with this weather.”

The way his chest was defined through that wet, black t-shirt was undoubtedly the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen, and it made my head spin. It made me wonder what else was underneath. I shrugged. “I don't know. I kinda like it.” Kinda? Please. If it were at all humane, I'd keep the boy outside in shackles in the rain all day long so I could watch him do moves like he'd just done: running his hands through his wet hair. Once I started imagining myself pulling that shirt off of him, I shook the thought, realizing he was still looking at me and smirking. “Uh, I mean the rain just seems to cleanse everything when it falls. It's nice.”

Why did he make me so crazy and flustered? And why was he staring at me like he was waiting for something? God, I wanted to grab his hair and yank him toward me to plant my lips right on his. I would have thrown all inhibitions out the window just to kiss him right there in the rain. Stop this, Evika! You're being ridiculous! That's not what he wants.
 Of course, it wasn't. Hayden wanted an agreement. He probably wanted an apology, but I don't do those.

He laughed. “Are you okay?”

“I'm fine. What's so funny?”

“Nothing really. You were just looking at me with your mouth open.” He seemed truly oblivious to my thoughts. “Do I have something in my teeth?” he joked. Was he really that unaware?

“Hmm.” Oh crap. What do I say? What do I say?
 “Just wondering if you have any more stipulations
 for me that you'd like to add before I get my car and my house is all.” I folded my arms. I was sure I had covered my “speechlessness,” but I wasn't sure if that would explain the involuntary body language I'd displayed
.

He nodded condescendingly. “I see.” He locked his hands behind his back and started pacing. “I might need to take a raincheck on that suggestion, if you don't mind. Pun intended.”

“Of course I mind. No rainchecks. Lay it out now.”

“I can't do that.”

“Why not?” I huffed.

“Because you haven't even given me some sort of agreement to the first one.”

I rolled my eyes and sighed heavily. This conversation was not working in my favor at all. “I'll....try
,” I finally said to him.

Hayden grinned at me. “It's all I ask of you. Effort. Now, was that so hard?”

I figured he was referring to the fact that I'd just indirectly admitted that he was right about the drinking habits. “You have no idea,” I muttered.

“Hmm.” He studied me again. “Until we see how that goes, this stipulation thing will have to be left open. You know, put a pin in it?” I glowered at the comment. “But, for now,” he continued, “as long as you try
, you can have the car and the house you want. Do we have a deal?” He held out his hand to me. “Shake on it?”

I looked down at his hand and back to his beautiful eyes to give him an incredulous stare.

“My word is golden, Evika,” he said to me solemnly, drumming his fingers through the air.

It was funny that he thought my reluctance was due to my not trusting him to follow through when it was really me that I didn't trust. Nonetheless, I reached for his hand and shook it, wondering if I would regret the agreement later.
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A Talk in the Clouds









“
E

vika, will you come take a walk with me?” Hayden asked me. “I want to show you something.”

I looked at him questioningly, wondering what new thing he was going to throw at me this time. Hayden grabbed my hand, leading me to the back of the building. We stopped when we reached the quiet alley furthest from the street. Once we got there, he looked around to be sure we were alone, and then smiled to show his satisfaction.

“Okay, are you ready?” He raised his eyebrows and smiled.

I tried sounding nonchalant. “Ready for what?”

“I don't know why you ask me that when you know I won't tell you.”

“Then how am I supposed to tell you I'm ready for something if I don't know what I'm supposed to be ready for
?”

He rolled his eyes and sighed. Was he getting that from me? Ugh. I could see I was getting nowhere with him. “I should have known you would make this difficult.” He shook his head with a laugh.

I put my hands to my hips and blew out a huff of air. I just waited for him to give me some sort of sign as to what the heck he wanted me to do. “Well, you dragged me out here. What's the deal?” I asked impatiently
.

“Hmm,” he pursed his lips, “I can tell you're still a bit on the edgy side with me, huh?”

“Just a little.” I was honest.

“Well, shove that under the rug for right now. Promise you won't get scared?”

“Promise? I'm not promising anything.”

He smirked. Then, I saw his body tighten for a moment before relaxing. Two dark wings unfurled from his back and expanded on either side of him, blocking the full moonlight. A slight gush of wind wisped in my direction as they spread. I gasped and weakened at the knees at this sight. Fear was not what I would call that instant feeling, but shock, yes. Never, in a million years did I ever think I would meet an angel, let alone watch one sprout wings before me. My heart sped up and I had no words to explain the thing that shocked me the most about those wings.

“Say something, Evika,” he said.

I couldn't. This angel has wings? Of course, he has wings. He said he did, but why were they- “Black?” was all I could say, leaving my mouth agape.

He burst out laughing. “I unfurl my mythical wings, and the first thing you notice is the color?” He couldn't stop laughing. “You humans and your stereotypes on the white-winged angels.” He shook his head.

I was standing only a few feet away from him, taking in the size and the texture of his wings. Other than being a charcoal black, they looked to be soft and feathery with a velvet-like texture, yet rigid and stable. Every adjective I could have used to describe them matched the characteristics that Hayden possessed. And, yes, I couldn't help but notice the very first thing: they were black
; the absence of light. It was a total satire, thinking of all the stories and folklore about angels having white, feathery, dove-like wings. I'd felt as if I'd been standing there, witnessing history in the making, and no one would have ever believed me.

I still stood in awe. “But.....black?”


He looked at me and then dropped his head, frustrated that I was 
still fixated on the color. “Yes, Evika. Black
. They come in other assorted colors as well. Typical and boring white, sad gray, our popular off-white, and, of course, for the daring, there's red
!” he said in a sardonic, overly-dramatic tone.

I finally broke out of my trance to defend myself. “You know, you don't give me much time to get used to new things before cracking jokes at me.” I folded my arms. “It's rather rude.”

He took in my sensitivity and laughed. “You're right. I'm sorry.” His look turned solemn. “Now, will you come here?” he asked with a wave of his hand.

I walked up to him, cautiously. I was only inches from him by the time I stopped and stood face to face with him. For a brief moment, I'd hoped he was going to grab me, dip me, and kiss me with those perfect, angel lips of his. We could stand there making out until sunrise and for the rest of the damned day for all I cared. I quickly erased the thought. He's an angel, Evika. Stop these thoughts.


“So, do you trust me yet?” he asked.

I raised my brows. “Uh, do I have a choice?”

He looked up in thought for a brief moment. “No, not really.” His arms secured around my waist, pulling me into his body. I felt his hard chest muscles against mine, and I reluctantly wrapped my arms around him to match his embrace.

I looked up at him as he looked down at me. Our lips were inches apart. God, I wanted him so badly to kiss me. I was starting to get lightheaded, but I just concentrated on the conversation at hand.

“Hayden, what are we doing?” Besides hugging each other in this dark alley...


I felt the laughter vibrate through his body. He did that a lot. “Whatever you do, don't scream.”

No sooner could I answer him before I felt pressure from the top of my head and my feet lifting from the ground. I felt my heart racing and my stomach dropping. Wind rushed down as we moved upward. I tightened my hold around his waist and buried my head into his chest as I yelped. I tried not to, but the unexpected move up into the air took the wind out of me. We were shooting up into the sky. I knew 
it. I felt it. I was afraid to look down. There was nothing to support my stance. Nothing.

“Evika, I've got you. I promise.” I heard the echo of his voice through his chest. He sounded determined to convince me, and I knew it was true after I felt him move his feet under mine to support my weight. It made me feel better not to have the open air under me like that anymore.

I barely managed to make a breath, but I kept my eyes closed and turned my head to the side so I could retort. “Hayden, you could have warned me!”

His laugh rumbled through him again. “Oh now, come on, Evika. What good would that have done?”

I kept my mouth shut, along with my eyes, but I wanted to see where he was taking us. It felt like we were still moving up. We had to have been far from the ground by then. I quickly regretted separating my head from his body to look down. I was right. We were very far from the ground.

“Hayden!” I screamed and pressed against him even tighter than before.

“Jeez, Evika. Will you just trust me? I haven't dropped you,” he said. “Yet
.”

I quickly shot him an angry look, and he just smirked as he watched where he was going. I was almost thankful that he altered my mood. It got my mind off of the fear I had of the height at which we were soaring.

Hayden finally looked down at me and smiled, “Just hang tight. We're almost there.”

I gave up asking him questions that I knew he wasn't going to answer. I felt the pressure in the air get a little thinner, colder. My breathing was still erratic. My heartbeat hadn't calmed down yet. Moments later, the breeze that pressed me down came to a slower pace, and I decided to scare myself once again by peeking out at the environment around us. I averted my eyes and saw thick puffs and layers of white cotton. Clouds?
 I widened my eyes and looked up at Hayden
.

He felt me looking at him and smiled. “You'd think you were going to have a heart attack with a heart rate like that,” he said.

I felt us stop in what I thought was mid-air. His wings slowly moved in around us, enveloping us like a cocoon. It was quiet. So quiet, I could hear only the sound of his breathing.

“Hayden, where are we?” I asked, still clutching to him.

His eyes peeked above and behind me. “A lower level of clouds.”

I breathed in deep. “But, what if I---”

“Fall?” He shook his head. “Evika, I've got you.” He leaned into my ear. “I promise, you're always safe with me.” His breath tickled my ear. “But you do have to promise me one thing while we are up here.”

“What?” I was quick to answer and turned to look up at him. Our lips were inches apart once again.

His expression was solemn. “Stay with me.” The whisper of his hot breath grazed the skin of my lips.

My heart missed a beat. When he said those words to me, I knew what he meant. I knew he meant that I had to stay close to him while up that high, but I couldn't help but take those words for more than what was said. I took in another, much needed, deep breath and answered him. “I promise.”

I swear my eyes were ready to roll to the back of my head. All he had to do was move into me, and I'd be able to taste his lips, the beautiful lips of which I dreamed. I thought I could see in his eyes that he wanted the same.

“Good.” He grinned as his dark wings started to separate, opening like curtains, revealing the world around us. He must have been determined to make me crazier than I already was. His strength was effortless as he gently lifted my body and maneuvered me to face away from him and to face the world beyond our cloud. That was when I shut my eyes tightly. Again, he placed his feet under mine so I would have something solid to stand on, and then locked his arms around me securely.

My eyes still closed, I thought about how high we were, how far the fall would be, waiting for the images of myself falling in my first death to start to haunt me
.

“Evika, I know you still have your eyes closed. Will you please open them?”

I shook my head, too scared to even answer.

He leaned into my ear once again. “Please,” his voice taunted me. It was then that a wave of calm washed through me. I hadn't expected my nerves to subside so quickly, but they had. I opened my eyes, expecting to black out from what I might see, but the eerie feelings that usually swept through me were non-existent. I was free from the torture of those thoughts for once. It may have been all the chaos and shock of the fact that I was in the sky with an angel, but I found it extremely odd that I wasn't panicking. I embraced it and welcomed what feeling this was or whatever antidote was given me in order to ward off the madness that would have consumed me.

We stood on that cloud together, looking down at the world. The view was incredible, with the sun slowly rising and painting the land shades of orange, red, and yellow. I've seen paintings that tried to capture these kinds of moments, but they didn't do it justice. I was seeing the real thing. I was seeing the world from an angel's eye view. It was overwhelming, exciting, and powerfully exhilarating. I hardly noticed that I was leaning further over the cloud to see, as if it would have made for a better view.

“Whoa, Evika,” Hayden laughed as he pulled me back. “If I'd have known you were going to get this careless, I would have brought restraints before we came up here.”

“Oh!” I sucked air, finally noticing. I didn't resist moving back into his body. “I'm sorry.” Hello, Evika! What is wrong with you!


“Maybe this would be better.” He lifted me up while he sat down on the edge of the fluffy cotton, letting his legs dangle. He placed me on his lap and wrapped his arms around my body, locking me into place.

I looked further into the scenery and saw the lake glisten, each peak of the waves changing colors with the rising sun.

“Hayden, it's beautiful,” I said, quietly.

He sighed lightly. “And it never gets old.” He truly did have a sensitive side to him. As much as he frustrated the hell out of me 
sometimes, he was one of the most amazing beings I'd ever met. His characteristics, like his wings, were perfectly complimentary in every way, just as I'd noticed before. He was beautiful and mysterious. Stern, yet caring. Sexy, yet adorable. As much as we were hot and cold to each other since we'd officially met, I felt a perfect warmth in my heart and in my soul when I was around him. I felt safe with him, no matter where we were. I was right in calling him my dark knight. I laughed at the thought, as it fit perfectly after seeing those wings.

It was quiet between us until I turned my head slightly to look at him. “So, why did you decide to bring me up here?”

He was silent for a moment, as if trying to find the perfect words. “This is my
 vice.” He smiled his five-hundred watter at me. I loved that smile. “And it has been since I can remember. The world down there changes drastically and constantly. Up here, it's been the same from the beginning of time. It's always given me peace.”

“I can see why,” I whispered. It was automatic, what I did next. I didn't premeditate it. It just happened. I leaned back into his body, quickly planted a kiss on his cheek and held his arms tighter around me, entwining my fingers through his. I blushed immediately at my impulsive movements, but they just felt right. I could sense the reluctance in his hands, catching him off guard like that, but he soon relented. It intoxicated me, feeling his fingers weaved through my own. I soon imagined his lips, again, pressing against mine and wondered how much further that would send me. I imagined I would be in another world. Stop this, Evika!
 I waved the thoughts aside once again.

“So if I fell, you'd be able to swoop down and catch me, right?” I looked up at him with a big grin. It was fun toying with the idea that I had my own Superman.

I heard a low growl utter from under his breath. “Yes, Evika, but let us not tempt fate again
. Got it?”

I wondered if I'd made him nervous with my comment, because I felt his arms tighten around my waist a little more. I giggled. “Got it.”

“Thank you,” he said, exasperated.

I thought for a moment. “Hayden?
”

“Yeah?” he answered quietly.

I hesitated for a second. “You were kidding about some angels having red wings, weren't you?” I felt almost embarrassed that I was asking him the question, but I just had no idea what the real answers were anymore.

His laugh rumbled from the bottom of his stomach. “Yes, I was definitely kidding about red.” He continued with a light chuckle. “The other colors hold true though.”

I looked up at him blankly.

“I'm sorry, I thought you knew I was kidding about that one.” He smiled at me. “Anything else you want to know?”

I sighed. There were still a million questions I had, but I was afraid to overwhelm myself. One thing I did want to clear up was the hollow sound of his chest. I heard nothing but breathing.

“Don't angels have heartbeats? I didn't hear yours on the way up here.”

“Oh, that. No, we don't have heartbeats unless we Fade. It's one of the first things that happens, from what I'm told anyway.”

I nodded, thinking about angels becoming human. I partly fantasized about Hayden Fading for me, but after thinking about what happened to my birth mother, Lavinia, that put out the fantastical part of it for me. According to Hayden, it's the most dangerous thing an angel could do. I couldn't imagine losing someone I loved again. I was quite happy that our relationship - or whatever you'd call it....arrangement - was the way it was at the moment. Hayden was safe as a Guardian Angel. Knowing that much made me feel content.

“We don't bleed either,” Hayden added suddenly.

“You don't?” I was shocked, but what he said made sense; No heartbeat, no blood.

“Nope. Just tissue, unless we start to become human. Bleeding and the heartbeat kind of go together, I guess.”

I turned to look at him. I couldn't imagine not having a heartbeat and still being alive. “Wow, you don't bleed? That is so weird.”

Hayden laughed. “To you
 maybe.”

I smiled at him. I was loving this side of him. I quickly readied 
myself with more questions. There was an overwhelming amount that had accumulated since I found out Hayden was an angel. I was so happy that he was letting me get personal with him.

“How many lifetimes have you been a Guardian?” I was curious.

He grinned at me, as if he anticipated that question. “Including yours, I've been a GA for three hundred thirty-four lives.”

“At once
?” I asked, shocked.

“No, only one at a time. Once their lives end here on Earth, they move on to the World of Light and the Guardian Council appoints me to a new life from its birth.”

“So, do you know when they are going to...die?”

“No, we don't.”

“So how do you know when you're not supposed to save them?”

“We don't. We find out only when our powers are unable to guard them from their deaths. We aren't given the time-line of their lives, and we aren't given warning.”

“That doesn't seem fair,” I declared.

“To whom?”

“To you.
” I knew the reason it made me angry.

“It may not seem fair, but that is the way it works, Evika. It's all part of the cycle of life and death. We are just as ill-prepared for the deaths as they are. Kind of a plausible bliss. I wouldn't want to know anyway.”

I didn't feel like heading down the road of “fair and unfair,” for I was still a bit salty about my own life and didn't want to be a killbuzz. So I was ready to take the opportunity to steer the conversation in another direction, until Hayden said something I hadn't expected.

“Do you want to know one of the most famous people I've had to watch over?”

My interest peaked. “Who?”

“Let's see if you paid any attention in history class,” he said, turning me in his lap to face him better.

“Great, you managed to pick my worst subject in high school.” I rolled my eyes.

He laughed. “Yeah. I knew that.
”

Shaking my head, I smiled.

“Okay, let's see.” He thought for a moment. “He was the cocky guy who crowned himself emperor of France in 1804.”

My face stayed blank. I had to laugh when he said “cocky” though. That didn't narrow anything down for me. I remembered my favorite history teacher was such a feminist and would always point out all the men throughout history who sat on a “high horse.”

“Okay.” He sighed, thinking deeply. “Does Corsica ring a bell? The insane emperor who established a huge empire for France? The French Revolution?
 Lots of fans, but lots of enemies, yet still went down in history as one of the world's most notorious rulers. They even dug up his body and reburied him in Paris about twenty years after he died.” He kept shooting out clues.

I raised my eyebrows searching for more help in his expression and clues. “I told you history was my worst subject.” I shrugged.

“All right. Last clue, and I really thought I wouldn't have to do it.” He carefully pulled one arm from my waist and clutched me tighter with the other, placing his free arm across his stomach and burying his hand inside his jacket. “The guy who is always in the paintings like this
?” He said it as if it were a question. Then it hit me.

“Oh!” I was so excited when the answer hit me. “I know exactly who you mean now! Napoleon Bonaparte?”

Hayden threw his head back, exhausted. “Yes!” He placed his arms back around me again, never missing a beat. “It figures you would remember the paintings and recall him only as the guy who had his hand across his stomach in all the paintings.
”

I laughed. “Sorry, nothing else really rings a bell until you bring up a little idiosyncrasy like that. So, are you serious? You guarded Napoleon
? No way!”

“Let me tell you, that guy was a challenge. He caused a lot of bad blood with a lot of countries. His mind worked like a series of ticking time-bombs, one going off right after the next. He never stopped thinking about his next move up the ruling ladder, even with women. Josephine and he never had kids and he wanted an heir so badly to be his successor. He finally ended his marriage with her and married 
Marie-Louise and they had one son, Little Napoleon, who ended up never ruling any country at all. Go figure.”

I was staring at him. He was like a talking history book, someone who’d lived it. I shook my head as if trying to shake out of a trance. “I can't believe we are having this conversation,” I said, still staring at him.

“Yeah, I guess it is a bit heavy for you to hear all this, huh?”

I sighed, trying to take it all in. “Just a little.” I smiled.

“I'm sorry. It's just a lot of information up here, and sometimes I can go down memory lane a bit, especially when I'm talking with someone about it.

I kept staring at him, mesmerized. “Huh.” His emerald eyes were driving me crazy. He was completely adorable, rambling like he was.

“I'm sorry,” he said. “Am I boring you?”

I finally blinked and shook my head. “Oh, no! Exactly the opposite. I find you absolutely fascinating. I mean, you really are a talking history book.”

He laughed. “That's one way to put it.”

I smiled coyly. “So you might be able to clear a few things up for me on history stuff then, huh?”

He shrugged. “Okay. Shoot.”

“Okay, so the moon landing in nineteen sixty-nine, did it really happen, or was it a hoax?”

“Hmm,” he thought for a moment. “Yes and no. It didn't really happen until late 1970. The video and pictures were shot in a studio in L.A. just to bide time.”

“No way!”

“Yes way.”

“I knew it! Okay....um,” I tapped my chin. “How about the shot heard around the world that started the Revolutionary War? Who really fired the first shot?”

He laughed. “A fourteen-year-old boy who was holding his father's gun to protect his family. He slipped when his nerves got to him.”

“So it wasn't just a lyric. It really was based off of an actual shot 
that started the whole thing. Amazing. Oh! How about the Titanic? Was there really a guy named Jack Dawson, like in the movie?”

Hayden looked at me like I was insane and just shook his head, laughing hard. “No, Evika. Leonardo DiCaprio's character was not a real person.”

I nudged him, leaning into him again and laying my head against his chest. If I made him uncomfortable with that move, I just didn't care. “Where were you when I needed you for all of those darn tests in school?”

Then he did something I didn't expect. He was constantly throwing me curve balls. Every turn with him was something new and undiscovered. I felt his soft, warm lips kiss the top of my head, right before he laid his cheek against my hair.

“Evika,” he spoke softly. “I have always been with you.”

I could have died and gone to the next world right then. Hayden and my sitting on that cloud together was as comfortable and normal as if we were sitting on a front porch watching the sun rise. I wondered if he would have let me sit on his lap if we were on the ground. I wouldn't have needed so much protection on the ground, of course, but I just loved sitting there with his arms around me, holding me. I was starting to have these powerful feelings for him, and I wasn't sure if I should have. I didn't know if it was just me or the intensity of the moment that made them more prominent than normal. Perhaps the fact that he'd opened up and shared some of himself with me really put a spin on my feelings being so strong for him. He wasn't perfect, per se, but he was completely perfect for me. I just know I didn't want him to let me go and I was silently grateful that he was going to be in my life constantly. I felt the dumbest grin widen on my face at that last thought.

The sun was close to being risen completely. I had wished there was a way to glue the sun to the part of the sky at which it was located just so I could keep the moment forever, but I knew the morning was coming, and sleep was calling my name. We'd have to get inside.

“We should go home now,” Hayden said, breaking the comfortable 
silence. He did his effortless lift of my body and stood on the cloud's surface, placing my feet atop of his own.

“Hmm,” he glanced over the side of the cloud.

“What?” I asked, curiosity in my expression.

“Well, coming up is one thing, but going down is another,” he answered.

I froze. “Uh, what do you mean?”

“Oh, don't look so worried.” He laughed. He then scooped me up, cradling me in his arms with one around my shoulders and the other under my legs. I felt weightless the way he lifted me with such grace.

“This doesn't give me much to hold onto, Hayden,” I said, laying my arms awkwardly across my chest.

He pulled me in closer and a little higher. My arms automatically reached around his neck and my face pressed against the skin of his cheek. There went the intoxication again. I was breathing him in, the smell of freshly-fallen rain. It was then that I realized why he smelled this way, thinking of the clouds and how often he'd perched on them throughout his existence as he looked down at my world. It's almost as if he'd become a part of the sky and the wonderful elements of which it was made. He shared that with me. He showed me how peaceful and beautiful the world looked from up high where he was from. His world.

I closed my eyes, inhaling him. “Hayden?”

“Yes?” He asked as he readied his majestic, dark wings.

“Thank you for bringing me up here with you.”

He paused for a moment, and I waited for what was always an unpredictable answer. He finally whispered into my ear.

“Thank you for letting me,” he said.

A split second later, we were soaring through the air, gliding back down to the alley. But I hadn't noticed us getting closer to the land; I was still up in those clouds.
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Curtains









I

woke up to the loud ringing of my cell phone. After the time with Hayden thus far, I'd completely forgotten about the outside world and the fact that there were living
 people in it. I jumped out of bed and scrambled through the pockets of my coat that was lying on the floor. I finally found the phone in one of the inside pockets and checked the screen flashing the battery warning along with the caller ID. It was Joel.

“Omigod, Hayden! Wake up! Wake up!” I ran into the other bedroom and shoved the sleeping angel. My hands were batting through the air. I saw his eyes flip open widely as he sat up in the bed with bullet speed.

“Evika, what's wrong?!” He was looking at me, darting out of bed and standing there in only a pair of flannel pajama pants. Holy angel. He is so hot.


“It's Joel!” I waved the phone in his face frantically. “Shit! What do I say?”

He stopped in his tracks and blew out a heavy breath. “For cryin' out loud, Evika. I thought something was wrong, and it's just a damn phone call?
”

“Hayden, I need to talk to him. He's my best friend!” I was angry that he didn't see this as the emergency that I perceived it.

He went back to the bed to lie down again. The phone was still ringing loudly.

“Hayden, help me!” I yelled at him.

“Well, you obviously can't tell him the whole truth, Evika. It's too dangerous, and it's against the rules. You'll have to get creative.”

“Oh, for cripe's sake, you jerkball! That's why I need you!” I kept yelling over the obnoxious ringing of the phone. “How do I explain all of this stuff to him? I am moving to Georgia, I have a new friend, I quit my job, and I have lots of money now out of the blue. I don't wanna lie to him, but I don't want him to have to know the truth and constantly worry either.”

The phone went silent after my long-winded explanation. Putting his hands behind his head, Hayden looked at me blankly.

“Just great,” I threw my hands into the air. “Hayden, I really need to figure out how to keep Joel in my life. He's my best friend and he'll want to know what's been going on, and he'll especially demand to know where you
 came from. How is this going to work? And don't tell me that I have to avoid him, 'cause I won't do it!” I glared at him.

Hayden looked at me intensely. “Okay, first of all, I never, ever
 told you that you would have to avoid Joel. In fact, we've never even had this conversation yet. Second, you are a master at analogies. You don't have to lie...technically. You can just come up with something relative to what is really going on.”

“Like what?” I said, exasperatedly.

“Like comparing it to a reality he would understand. Me, for instance. I could be your new roommate that you finally interviewed and accepted.” He winked at me.

I rolled my eyes, knowing he was gloating that he knew an inconceivable amount of information about me.

“And as for moving, think of a job that might make you relocate.” Hayden continued, “It's perfect timing that I'm your new roommate and all of a sudden you have a new job. Maybe I helped you find one, 
something like that. It's not really that far from the truth if you think about it.”

I pondered for a moment and tried to think of how I could explain my new “job” without sounding conspicuous. Then it dawned on me.

“Like the government!”

Hayden smiled. “See? I knew you'd get those wheels turning.”

“The Guardian Council is like the government, and I just happened to land a job that requires me to move to a certain location in order to train or whatever. I could be vague about it and say I help people or the world for the better. Like CIA...something of that nature. They pay well, and the only reason I landed the job was because you were the one who helped me get it, and we now work for the same agency.” This was all believable, of course, if Joel bought the idea that the government would even hire me for anything to begin with.

“Okay, good idea,” Hayden chuckled. “Putting some brownie points in there for me will make this a lot easier on us.”

I started to smile as I looked at him. After Joel met Hayden – whenever that would be – he would take one look at him and that would be all the “brownie points” he'd need to be okay with Hayden as my new roommate. I giggled as the ideas came flooding.

I checked my phone and saw that it was completely dead. “Dammit.”

Hayden grabbed his jacket at the foot of the bed and pulled a cell phone from the inner pocket. “Here,” he said, “use mine.”

I cocked an eyebrow and took the phone. “You have a cell phone?”

“Yeah,” he said smugly, “and I also charge it.”

I wrinkled my nose at his comment.

I dialed his number and waited through the long gap in rings until he finally picked up.

“Hello?” I heard his voice.

“Jo Jo! It's me!”

“Evika!? Is that you?
”

“Yeah, Joel, it's me. God, I miss you so much. I'm so happy your phone's back on!”

There was silence for a good five seconds before I heard sniffling.

“Oh, Ev,” he whimpered quietly, “I've been so worried about you,” he sniffled again. “I got your email today when I went to the library and had my parents pay my phone bill to get this damn thing turned back on because I just wanted to hear your voice again to know you were okay.” He was bawling.

“Jo Jo, don't cry,” I comforted him. “I'm okay now. Everything is going to be okay. I promise. There's been a lot of changes, but everything is going to be okay.” I counted the amount of times I said “okay” and just rolled my eyes. Jeez.


Joel took a deep breath and let it out exaggeratedly. “Evika, I almost lost my mind these past few months, making myself sick. When I came to see you....I....I just lost it. I didn't even want to come back here. I wished I could have just stayed there with you. I knew I never should have moved out here. This whole thing was a mistake.”

I looked over at Hayden, who was half-listening to the conversation while making the bed. I finally broke down and relented to my tears. I walked out of the room and into the hall. I let my back slide against the wall and dropped to the floor.

“Joel,” I cried, “don't say that. You can't hang around just for me. I'm so sorry I missed you when you came here. If I would have woken up just a little sooner, you would have still been here.”

We were both crying and sniffling into the phone. My chest was aching, and my head hurt so badly. Joel was the closest thing I had to knowing myself in the real world, and I missed him. I felt that I'd gotten cheated out of so much time while I was in the coma.

“Evika,” I could hear his voice regaining composure, “I know you only fell, but what were you thinking that night? The roof, Evika? The roof!” The scolding began. “Oh God, and the drinking, for crying out loud, Evika Jade. What the hell is wrong with you? This depression and drunken idiocy is getting way out of hand. Do I need to come home?”

“No, Jo Jo,” I assured him as I wiped my tears away with my sleeve, “
actually, I have some news to tell you, and I think you might be pretty happy.”

“Girl, happy news would be great because I'm dying here not knowing what is going on with you, and who's phone are you calling from, anyway?” Joel displayed concern in his voice.

I saw Hayden's shadow form on the hallway floor and felt him standing in the doorway. I took a deep breath.

“That is a huge part of what I have to tell you. It's my new roommate's phone.”

I heard Joel suck in air. I knew he was shocked. “Really? You finally picked someone? But you just got out of the hospital. What's her name?”

“Uh, well, she
 is kind of a guy. His name is Hayden.”

“Oh!” Joel exclaimed and then brought his voice to a whisper. “Wait, is he gay?” I laughed loudly as I knew that was going to be his first question.

I turned to my left, still laughing, and looked up at Hayden, who was leaning against the door frame with folded arms and a smile. The sun was shining in the room, illuminating his right side. His eyes looked so warm and sincere, his expression so patient. I quickly glanced at his naked torso and forced myself to blink and turn away.

“Nope. I'm pretty sure he's on my team, Jo Jo,” I finally answered.

“Oh, Ev-bear...really?” I heard the disappointment in his voice. “This is a recipe for disaster, I tell you. I can feel it.”

“Jo, relax. He came with credentials, and besides, he's kind of a friend of the family I just found out about,” I explained. “He got me back on my feet and got me into a really, really good job.”

“Hmm.” Joel sounded skeptical. “What kind of job?”


Here we go.
 I started to panic, looking around for some sort of answer that would ignite my creative spin on the whole story. I felt a light tap on my shoulder and turned to see Hayden in a pair of black Oakleys and holding his pointer finger and thumb up in this dorky pose. Then it hit me.

“Well, it's a government job. I go for training, and we'll be working 
for a small government agency. Hayden already works for the agency and he kind of recruited me while he's stationed here.”

“Evika,” Joel wasn't buying my story at all, “I smell fish-water. Which agency of the government is this?”

I thought for a moment and blurted it out. “It's called the S.P.A.”

“S.P.A....like Spa? And that stands for...?”

“Seekers Protection Agency.”

“Never heard of that one, Evika,
” he said in a drilling tone.

“Of course, you haven't, Jo Jo. It's because it's like that movie, Men In Black.
 You're not really supposed to know they exist, and that's why I have to be careful about what I tell you...like Secret Service stuff.”

“Evika, how in the world did you fall into something like this and what are you going to have to do at this SPA, anyway?”

“Well, I kind of help people, Joel, people who need a refuge, you could say,” I explained.

“Like illegal aliens or something?” Joel sounded a little more convinced now.

“Sort of,” I said before thinking a bit more. “Almost like Witness Protection where people are in trouble with above-the-law people. You know me and people, kind of my specialty, I guess. I get incentives too!” I tried to sound excited for his sake.

“This better be good,” Joel said. I could just see him folding his arms and leaning back in the chair giving me that look of his.

“I get a new car, and
 I get to move into a new house in Georgia.”

“What?
” I heard the shock in his voice. “Evika, Georgia? You're kidding me, right?”

“It was either that or Hawaii.” I shot Hayden a look. “And, well, you know me and planes.”

“Yeah, I know,” his voice sounded skeptical again. “But why do I feel this is happening a little too fast, Ev? Why do I feel like there is something wrong with this? My gut is telling me something here.”

I sighed and thought about what I would say to him if this were any normal
 situation that I was trying to convince him to accept. “Because, Jo Jo,” I closed my eyes and smiled into the phone, “you love me more than I deserve, and you care about me and don't want 
me doing anything stupid, which you've witnessed plenty of in my past up until now. But, I promise you, my life is different since I came home from the hospital. I'm not going to be some lost girl trying to find her calling in life anymore. This huge change has come along, and I have to ride the wave for now to see where it takes me.” I was hoping it would be enough to convince him.

Joel was quiet for a few seconds and then sighed deeply into the phone. “I don't really like the idea that you have to keep all of this secret stuff, Evika, but as long as I know where you are, that you are okay and we can stay in contact from here on out and see each other and talk to each other without this whole thing getting in the way, then I'll bite my tongue. If this is what you really want, then I'm here for you no matter what. But you have to promise me that this isn't some act of subterfuge because I swear, girl, it will end in a nasty cat-fight. Do you hear me?” I could hear the playfulness in his voice toward the end and a wave of relief set in.

“I hear you, Jo Jo. No worries. I swear it. Cross my heart.” I was proud of the direction the conversation had taken.

“And how old is this Hayden guy, anyway?” Joel inquired. I could tell he was becoming a little more open to the concept now, and I was glad we were off the subject of the “new job.”

“Oh,” I bit my bottom lip and looked up at Hayden again, “his age?” Hayden smirked at me and held up both his hands, one with two fingers and the other with the full five. “He's twenty-five,” I told Joel as Hayden nodded in satisfaction.

“Ev, are you sure this guy is a safe choice? You don't see any sort of problem with just moving in with him?”

“Jo Jo, I feel completely safe with him. I promise. He's really helped me out since I've been home,” I assured him. “Besides, here at the apartment and even when we move to Georgia, he'll be in his own room. Not in mine.”

“Yeah, for now,” Joel jeered.

“Joel!” My face flushed as I thought about what he implied. I laughed nervously, then I recalled something I once said and realized it was the proper time to bring it up. “Okay, do you remember that 
time we were talking about how people are in your life for a reason, a season, or a lifetime?”

“Yeah, I remember,” Joel answered me.

“Well, I told you that you can know someone for twenty years, and just one day can make you realize you've been wrong about them and you didn't know them at all. Then you can know someone for twenty minutes and know them instantly and feel like you've already known them for twenty years. That
 is how I will explain Hayden to you. He's like a twenty-minute person.” It was funny how easily the analogies came to me; how easy it was to explain how I felt about Hayden.

Joel sighed, and I waited through the long pause for his answer. “You're really going to pull out the twenty-twenty card on this guy, huh?”

I smiled. “Yes, I'm pulling out the twenty-twenty card.” It was quiet for a moment.

“You better be right, Ev-bear, because I love you with all my heart, and I can't bear to see you hurt. I am thousands of miles away from you, and I swear I'd never forgive myself.”

“Cross my heart, honest. You have nothing to worry about, and neither do I,” I assured Joel. Then I saw Hayden's hand in front of me, palm up. I turned to see that he was gesturing for me to hand him the phone. Seriously?


“Uh, Joel, do you wanna talk to him?”

“Oh, by all means, Evika,” Joel said with an exasperated tone. “Put the boy on the phone.”

I pulled the phone from my ear and covered the mouthpiece as I handed the phone over to Hayden. “Are you sure about this?” I whispered.

Hayden grinned and winked at me, whispering back. “It's in the bag.”

He took the phone, went into the bedroom and, to my surprise, shut the door, leaving me out in the hallway. ​What? Are you kidding me?
 I stood there looking at the white door and started huffing. I knew Hayden wasn't going to ruin anything I'd just talked about with 
Joel. If anything, he would solidify everything and probably win Joel over in a heartbeat, but I couldn't believe that he would just shut me out of the room like that. I'd gotten somewhat used to the fact that he was already marking his territory on me and my belongings...but to just go off into my best friend's old room and talk to him on the phone and shut me out of the room? The audacity!


I folded my arms tightly and stomped out to the living room. I wasn't about to barge in on him while he was on the phone and start our bantering. It wouldn't make a good impression on Joel and, of course, Hayden knew that. Ugh!


I paced the room until I caught sight of myself in the small mirror hanging under one of my art pieces. I walked up to my reflection and glanced at the bandage on my neck. I was curious to see what I'd find, so I pulled away some of the tape and lifted the gauze. I saw that my wound wasn't nearly as bad as it had been the day before when I bathed. The cuts were almost gone and only left evidence of a long, pink, puffy slice in the skin. It was like I was healing ten times faster than normal. Deciding I didn't need it anymore, I pulled the bandage off completely.

“My first battle scar,” I muttered to myself as I sat down on the couch, folding my arms again.

I gave a lot of thought to the fast rate at which I healed; all the broken bones, the scrapes, and bruising, not to mention all the head damage that fall would have caused. Briefly, I wondered again, if I really was going crazy, and all of this chaos was a figment of my imagination. For all I knew, I was still in the hospital in the same coma I thought I was out of.

But I knew better. Nothing felt more real than when I met Hayden and inhaled his intoxicating scent of fallen rain. Nothing felt more real than when he touched me or smiled at me, or gazed at me with those emerald eyes of his. Nothing felt more real than being so close to his lips and secretly wanting to kiss them. Indeed, it was all real.

I lay down, taking up the entire couch with my body while staring at the ceiling. I couldn't stand it. Even when he infuriated me, I couldn't look past the euphoric feelings I had when I was with him. 
The thirst I had for him was untamed and uncontrollable, and I hated that lack of control; it wasn't me. Now, more than ever, I needed to be in control or I was going to lose myself completely.

I thought about what Hayden and Joel were talking about, the very two men in my life that knew me the most, conversing together for the first time. It was unnerving to sit there and wait, but finally the bedroom door opened, and Hayden came walking out still talking on his cell and sporting a smug grin. I glared at him.

“Sure, Joel!.........Not a problem.........Don't worry about a thing. We'll get the address to you as soon as we have one. You have my word.” Hayden was by the couch and ready to hand me the phone, “All right, buddy. We'll talk to you soon. I'll hand ya back over to Ev..............Later.” Hayden handed me the cell. Reluctantly, I grabbed it from his hand.

I covered the mouthpiece and whispered to Hayden, “I can't believe you.”

Hayden raised a brow and gave me a cocky smile. “You'll thank me later,” he whispered as he turned to walk back down the hall.

I couldn't help it, just like I couldn't help my mouth sometimes. I raised my hand and flicked him off as he walked away, thrashing my hand through the air violently, knowing he wouldn't see it, and then I heard, “I saw that.” Hayden glanced nonchalantly over his shoulder. Ugh!
 I took a deep breath before getting back to Joel.

“Hey, Jo Jo, everything okay?” I anxiously asked into the phone.

“Is everything okay? Holy crudpuppies, Evika! Hayden is adorable!” Joel exclaimed.


Of course,
 I thought. “Uh, okay. So I guess you two hit it off?”

“Oh, to say the least! Ev-bear, you're lucky you got to him first.”

I chuckled at his comment. “Hmm. So he must have charmed you, huh?”

“Evika, charmed is not the word. I'm completely dazzled.”


What a surprise.
 I guess it was a good thing. I shouldn't have held my irritation over the fact that Joel was really okay with all of these sudden changes, and the fact that Hayden won Joel over in just a simple talk over the phone
.

“I'm glad that you approve, Jo Jo. That makes me feel so much better and it takes a lot of the pressure off of me after having made this decision without you around.”

“I officially approve, and I can't wait to meet him someday.” I could hear Joel's smile through the phone.

I sighed. “Well, I can't wait to see you again, Joel. I miss you so much it hurts.”

“Girl, you're tellin' me. Don't worry. We'll figure something out soon when I get a break from school and you're settled into the new place. Oh! And you still have to meet Evan!”

“Really? You guys are still going strong after all I've put you through?” I tried to laugh, but I knew Evan must be a special kind of person to handle Joel and how crazy he probably was being so far away and going nuts over what had happened to me.

“Sure are...actually he kept me sane through the whole thing. He's really something.”

“He's already got my vote, Jo. That says a lot about someone.”

Joel sighed. “I'm just glad this part of the drama is all over. We can go back to a...somewhat-normalcy again.” It was funny how Joel just knew things weren't going to be completely as they were. He seemed to pick up on those things rather quickly and was very insightful, just one of the things I loved about him. “Oh, and don't be doing anything reckless and stupid again either, or I'm holding your Hayden personally responsible. And such a shame that would be because he sounds like a really yummy piece of---”

“Joel!” I cut him off. “I promise you, I'm okay. No more stunts.”

We sighed simultaneously.

“I believe you, Ev-bear...and I love you all the way from Paris.”

I chuckled. “I love you back, Jo Jo, all the way from Cleveland.”

“Never goodbye,” Joel started.

“Just see ya later,
” I finished for him.

I ended the call and headed back to the bedroom to give Hayden his phone. He was in the room, having already taken a shower, dressed in jeans and a gray t-shirt with a pair of black wings on the breast. Funny. Har. Har
.


“Here's your phone back,” I said as I placed it on the nightstand.

Hayden looked up at me as he rustled his fingers through his wet hair. “Thanks.”

I looked at him for a moment and shook my head. “So, what was that all about?” I demanded.

He shrugged as he finished tying his boots. “I'm entitled to privacy once in a while, aren't I?”

My bottom jaw dropped. “With my
 best friend? I can't believe you shut the door on me when I let you be a part of my entire conversation. You're unbelievable, you know that?”

Hayden laughed. “Like I said before, Evika,” he gave me his cheesy smile, “you'll thank me later.”

“Ugh! What does that even mean?
”

“You'll see,” he said to me.

“You exhaust me.” I threw my hands into the air and fell backwards onto the bed.

“Apparently,” he jeered.

I sat up stiffly and glared. “No, I really mean it,” I said sharply. “You exhaust me. I can't keep up with you at all!” Hayden smirked at me. I could tell he felt proud. “Ugh!” I stood and waved my hands around animatedly. “And then you do these expressions that look like you know something that I don't know, which is true, because every time I turn around, there's something you do that just makes my head spin!”

“You're not a fan of mystery, are you?” he asked playfully.

I huffed as I felt my blood heating. “Jeez, you're relentless!”

He looked at me curiously. “What exactly is your problem?”

I glowered. “Are you kidding me?”

“No, I'm not kidding. What is it that is pissing you off so much that you are in here yelling at me about me
?”

“Hayden, it's like you keep the curtains closed over all these things, and you purposely tease me by only opening one at a time...and I don't even know how many there are! And on top of that, I have to twist the truth to my best friend about this whole new life I'm going to be leading, sweating bullets all the while. My life has 
been turned upside down, as if it wasn't already before you showed up!” I started pacing. “And then you get on the phone, close the door on me, and come waltzing out after becoming all buddy-buddy with Joel in a matter of minutes!”

“So, that's your issue?” Hayden chuckled. “You're mad at me for befriending Joel?” He walked closer to me.

I threw my head back and grunted. “It's everything, Hayden! Why is this so hard to communicate to you?”

Hayden belted out a deep laugh. “Evika,” his green eyes lightened as he tried to look at me and speak seriously, but he failed miserably, so I just got more ticked off. “You're experiencing the normal feelings of your new role, and your
 rage is one of a kind, so please try to calm down.” He just couldn't stop laughing.

“So that's it?” I threw my hands in the air again. “I tell you how unfair my life is now, or rather, what's left of it, and you laugh hysterically?” I was yelling at this point. “You know, I'm beginning to think this crap about you being an angel
 is a big load of sh---”

“Hold it!” In one, quick movement, his two fingers pressed against my lips firmly. Calm swept through me like a wave of warmth. I felt leveled again. It was something I'd felt a few times with him before, but I wasn't aware of the control Hayden had over it. I stood in a stupor.

He kept his fingers to my lips for at least ten seconds as he studied my face. His eyes bore into mine as if he was concentrating. The rage tamed inside me from a boil to a simmer and then to almost nothing. We stood there in silence, staring at one another. What was that? What had just happened between us?
 I knew myself. I didn't cool off that fast when I was angry.

Hayden looked at me with solemn eyes. The green in them sparkled like emeralds. “Never, in my entire existence, have I seen someone get so worked up and heated so quickly,” he said, almost as if he were fascinated rather than irritated. “This must be why I was made for you,” he said in amazement as he slowly claimed his hand back and kept his eyes on me. “Are you better now?” A genuine smile formed on his flawless face
.

“I was fine before,” I said smugly. “What did you just do to me?” I demanded to know.

“I did what you should learn how to do. I controlled your anger for you.” He shrugged and walked out of the room.


Ugh!
 As if my life wasn't weird enough already with having to save dead people and fight demonic creatures, I now had a so-called Guardian Angel who'd just discovered his talent of sedating me? Really
? The more appropriate question was: how far could Hayden take that talent? Was I not going to be allowed to feel my normal emotions without his interference? I'm human! Emotions make you feel alive, especially my own, and he had the ability to do that
 little number on me?

All of these things made me think harder and made me even more frustrated as I watched him walk away. I followed him. He was an idiot if he thought that I would let him walk away without explanation. I stamped down the hall loud enough for him to know I was tagging along. I wanted to see his reaction. He deposited himself on the living room couch and turned on the television as if nothing had happened.

“Hey! I'm not done with this yet! What the hell did you just do to me?” I yelled.

Without turning to me, he lightly laughed while flipping through the channels. “Apparently, whatever I did didn't last long.”

That was the moment I just felt like throwing the biggest hissy-fit of my life. I plopped myself on the couch next to him, narrowing my eyes as I stared at his emotionless expression toward the television.

“See? This is exactly what I'm talking about. The damn curtains! I'm not letting this go, Hayden,” I said, folding my arms. “You should know me well enough by now that I just don't let things go. What just happened in there?”

He cocked his head and looked at me. “Do you have to know the answers to everything? Am I not allowed to keep some
 things to myself at all?” He chuckled.

“When it comes to my life, I feel that I have a right to know, especially when you're messing with my body the way you just did. And 
yes, I'd like to think knowing the answers to everything keeps me up-to-date with the real world, considering I hardly live in it anymore. Will you please just tell me what's going on?” I made a conscious effort to keep my arms folded.

He sighed. “Guess I'll have to, but only if you promise not to go all angerball on me again.”


Angerball?
 He caught me by surprise. “Wh-what did you just say?”

“What? Angerball?”

“Yes, that. Where did you hear that?”

Hayden took on his solemn look. “I think you know.”

I stared into his eyes. “My mother...she used to call me her little angerball when I lost my temper. It was kind of a running joke between us, and it always used to make me laugh.”

His green eyes looked into mine, and I felt even more comfort. I wondered if he was calming me down again, but I had a hunch his talent only worked the strongest when he touched me. I felt drawn to him, and the fact that I could possibly lose myself in that sensation didn't bother me at all. It was a new feeling that made my heart pound and my head float. Although I'd never let on, his knowing parts of my life kept me grounded.

“You really have been around for my whole life, haven't you?” I asked in amazement.

“Yes,” he answered with a smile, “and I paid very close attention, too.” He turned toward me, placing his arm on the back of the couch and gently played with my pony tail. “Evika, I know this whole thing is hard on you, especially without her, but she would be so proud of you.”

The lump in my throat formed, and the tingle in my nose grew, warning me to shut my eyes tightly. “I want her back,” I whispered. My head sank, and as I let the tears form, I felt a darkness fall over me. “I would accept any fate I'm given as long as I could just have her back. Her death was a mistake, and I'll never accept it.”

A brief thought shot through my mind, and part of me wished that she was one of the souls I had to save just so I could have her 
back again. Hayden pulled my head into his chest. I succumbed to his embrace and wrapped my arms around him.

“You know,” Hayden said, “life never really turns out how you think it should. Bad things happen to good people, and good things happen to bad people. I've seen it all, Evika, but I assure you, there is a rhyme and reason to all of it. You have to have faith in that.”

I'd felt such a desperation inside that made me cling to him, almost aching with a need for more of his attentiveness. I felt I could release all of my fears, my anger, and my problematic chaos I let become my world and let him take it away. The darkness subsided. The shadows dissipated. I just wanted to find myself again, and as I breathed him in, holding onto him, I knew Hayden was the one who would bring me back again.

The calm swept through my body as it did minutes before, kicking in like a mild dose of some sort of narcotic. I gasped as I realized the suddenness of it.

“Did you feel that?” Hayden whispered.

I took a deep breath and answered him calmly. “Yes.”

The angel chuckled. “These little tantrums of yours pull out the best in me.”

I felt peaceful and giddy, wondering if the feeling was the effects of Hayden's touch or the fact that I was so close to him, holding him again. “So, is this some new ability you've just discovered?”

“I've been toying with it for a few days now, but yeah,” he answered me.

“How does it work anyway, this calming thing?” I tried to stay open-minded.

“Well, it's not like when I take pain away. I pull that away from you. With calming you down, it works the opposite way; it's like I give you something. Is that what it feels like?”

I nodded. “It feels like an antidote, a sedative you're pumping through me, and it goes through my entire body. It's like my nerves are all worked up, and when you did that thing, they fizzle out, back to normal.” I thought for a moment before continuing. “And 
sometimes I get this surge of energy when I touch you, but not all the time.”

“Hmm,” he gave me a smug look, “I knew I was good for you.”

I couldn't help my eye roll at his comment. Then I sighed, feeling euphoric as my head lay against his chest, hearing his breathing and taking in the peace still within me. “I'm not sure how I feel about it yet, this talent of yours,” I muttered.

I felt Hayden's laughter vibrate through his chest. “Okay, I'll stop then,” he said as he started to maneuver away from me.

“No,” I grabbed his arm before he could pull away completely. “Can't you just control it.... without moving away from me?” I could have clubbed myself in the head for being so obvious.

Hayden smirked at me knowingly. “Yeah,” he pulled his arm around me once again, “I can control it as long as you're done being mean.”

I guffawed. “I'm not mean, I'm just demanding, sometimes.”

He blew through his lips. “To put it mildly.” Hayden started flipping through the TV channels again. I smiled as I thought back at the conversation with Joel.

“So,” I started, “twenty-five, huh?”

“Well, personally, I think I could have gone for younger, but we don't want Joel thinking I'm just some kid, you know?”

I chuckled at his egotism.

“Well, what about you?” he inquired. “SPA? That came out of nowhere.”

I twisted my face into an unfavorable expression. “Well, personally,
” I mocked him, “I think I could have gone for S.O.L. You know, Soldiers of Light...
but that acronym was already taken by 'shit outta luck.'”

Hayden laughed and shook his head. “At least you manage to find the humor in all of this.” He checked the clock on the wall. “Hey, just so you know, we have somewhere to be at five o'clock. I have someone I need to introduce you to.”

“Oh, joy. A new curtain. Who am I meeting?”

He gave me his five-hundred watt smile. “My
 best friend, Luka.
”

“My dad's last Guardian?”

Hayden nodded.

I grinned at the thought of meeting Luka. I really wanted to meet him after hearing all about him, knowing that he was such a huge part of my father's life and a link to my past. Parts of me felt missing, for obvious reasons, but I had a feeling that Luka would be a huge piece of the puzzle for me.
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Two Angels and a Girl









I

was almost ready by the time we had to leave, but, as usual, I kept finding things to slow me down. If it wasn't my hair bothering me, it was a hang-nail. If it wasn't indecision about my bra, it was a knot in my shoelace.

“Evika, I like to be on time!” Hayden yelled from the living room. “You're killin' me here!”

Frustrated, I grunted as I drew on a small amount of black eyeliner. “Hold your wings, Angel-man. I'm coming!”

I took one last look at myself in the mirror. My hair was up in cute, little twists in the front, still wet from my shower. I wore my gray Marilyn Monroe t-shirt with an open, white, button-up over it with my favorite jeans and black boots. I ran out to the living room, grabbed my army jacket and phone, and presented myself.

“Okay,” I said to Hayden, “I'm ready.”

Pulling on his leather, Hayden shook his head and laughed. “You have no concept of time, do you?”

I lowered my brow and pursed my lips. “Whatever.”

“Better put that on,” Hayden pointed to my jacket. “We're taking my
 ride.”

I rolled my eyes at his pride and shimmied my jacket on as we 
bounced out the door. I couldn't hide the excitement within me. I couldn't wait to meet Luka. I guess that was why I took so long to get ready. Even though I'm sure Luka had already seen me time and time again throughout my life, this was my official, first impression to him. I had this feeling that I would just know who he was in a crowd. Of course, if he was anywhere nearly as beautiful as Hayden, he wouldn't be hard to spot, but I assumed that all the angels were beautiful in their own way. Luka would be no exception, and I just knew it.

Hayden had me sit behind him on the Harley this time. The engine was loud, but I felt like my thoughts were even louder and was almost embarrassed that I had them. I was secretly fantasizing about Hayden's bare chest, something of which I'd gotten to see quite thoroughly earlier in the day, I might add, all the way to the restaurant as I pressed my face against his back and locked my arms around him. I made a conscious effort not to let my hands roam the places they were roaming in my head.

We pulled into the parking lot of Lockwood Grille and made our way in. Hayden looked at the time on his cell. “You're lucky I'm a speeder,” he said to me before turning to the hostess. “Hi ma'am, we were meeting someone here. Do you know if a gentleman by the name of Luka has arrived yet?” The hostess checked the reservation list.

I scoped the busy restaurant, and my eyes were drawn to the corner of the far end of the room where I saw a guy sitting alone, reading the menu. He had light brown hair and a very young-looking face, much like a teenager; maybe nineteen or twenty years of age. I observed his cream-colored sweater and something shiny around his neck. I could hardly see from the distance, but it looked like it was tucked under the collar of his sweater. I tugged Hayden's arm without moving my eyes away from the stranger.

Hayden focused his eyes on the object of my stare. “Oh,” he said, “there he is.”

The hostess smiled as she grabbed two menus. “Right this way.”

Hayden placed his hand on the small of my back as we walked 
over to the table. Luka looked up and stood immediately to greet us, his sky-blue eyes widening.

“Well, well, well.” Luka's smile grew. “If it isn't the new Soldier and her G.A.”

It was all I needed from him before I involuntarily flitted over to him and threw my arms around his neck, hugging him tightly. Something drew me to him, and I wasn't sure what it was.

Luka hugged me back with just as much force and laughed. “Wow! Now that's
 a greeting if I've ever had one.”

I let him go and smiled. “Hi, Luka.” I took in his height. He was only slightly taller than Hayden. His complexion was paler, and his eyes were as blue as the clear sky.

Luka held out his hand to me, and we shook. “Pleased to officially meet you, Evika.” He turned to Hayden who was taking my jacket and placing it over the chair. “And you
, well, I always see you around,” he laughed.

“Hey, Luka.” Hayden chuckled. “Short time, no see.”

“You're tellin' me. I'm surprised I'm not sick of you yet after all these years,” Luka jeered. We all laughed. “Hope you're both hungry. I ordered the sampler platter for an appetizer.”

“Oh, I'm starving.” I grabbed my stomach and sat down in the chair as Hayden scooted me in.

“Sorry we are a few minutes late,” Hayden said as he took his seat. “Miss Bear-hug over here tends to dilly-dally.”

I growled. “Only because I'm not as perfect as you
 when I wake up in the morning, Angel-man.” I stuck out my tongue at him.

“Aww, how cute,” Luka teased. “You guys are bantering. I see sparks already. Anyway, Hayden, thirty seconds to the minute, and you dub yourself late.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Hayden waved his hand at Luka. “We all know I'm punctual.”

The bubbly waitress came over and laid coasters down. “Welcome to Lockwood Grille. My name is Quinn, and I'll be taking care of you today.” She then rattled off the specials so fast, but I just 
wanted to order some liquid first. “May I get you all something to drink?” she asked.

Luka bowed his head to me. “Ladies first.” He smiled.

“Hi Quinn. If you have it, I'll take a Guinn-ow!
” I felt a hand squeeze my knee tightly. I looked over at Hayden, who stared at me with narrowed eyes. I sighed. “I'll just take an ice water, please,” I said unenthusiastically. She nodded.

“A Coke, please,” Hayden requested.

“Certainly. And would you like a refill on your water, sir?” she asked Luka.

“That would be great, Quinn,” he answered her kindly.

“Coming right out,” she walked away.

Luka leaned into the table and raised an eyebrow. “Now, what was that
 all about?”

Hayden breathed in, but just before he started to talk, I cut him off.

“Oh, it's nothing,” I grumbled. “Just a little agreement
 I had to make in order to get my Mustang and new house.”

Luka raised an eyebrow. “Agreement, huh?”

Hayden shook his head at me and chuckled. “Jeez, Ev, you make it sound like I made you drown puppies or something.”

“Wait a minute,” Luka chimed in, “is he making you quit drinking?” he asked me as he tried containing his laughter.

“Yes.” I nodded. “Well, he calls it curbing
. And this is on top of other stipulations unbeknownst to me. I have yet to hear those.”

Luka turned to Hayden and laughed. “Aw, Hayden, let the poor girl have a beer for crying out loud. She just found out she's got to save a bunch of dead people, and you're denying her a cold one?”

Hayden rolled his eyes. “Oh yeah,” he guffawed. “I'm
 the bad guy here.”

Luka leaned into me. “You know, he may act all tough on the outside, but he's really a big softy. He really can be fun, I promise.”

I burst out laughing.

“Thanks, Luka,” Hayden said jokingly. “I'm happy you can give 
her a few pointers about me since I'm sure I've made quite an impression already.”

“I'm sure you have,” Luka teased as our waitress walked up with our drinks. “Hey there, Quinn. Would you mind bringing out two tall
 Black Stouts for myself and the young lady?”

“Sure thing,” she said with a smile. I was waiting for her to I.D. me, and especially Luka, but the question never came up. I figured the omission was due to Luka's convivial personality. I was sure he, and Hayden for that matter, could be quite persuasive if they wanted to be.

“And no worries about my friend here,” he patted Hayden on the shoulder. “He's fine with his Coke.”

I held my stomach, laughing uncontrollably as Hayden sighed without any retort, as if used to Luka's antics. Though, he had trouble hiding his smirk.

Luka looked at Hayden and plastered on a cheesy grin. “See? Evika meets me, I make her laugh. All you seem to do is piss her off.”

Shaking his head, Hayden cracked the smile he couldn't hide any longer. “And to think, I was going to wait until next week for this little introduction.”

“Well, I find you quite charming, Luka.” I smiled.

“Don't we all?” Hayden teased.

Our beers came out along with the sampler platter, and we three placed our dinner orders. After the waitress walked away again, I decided that I could ask the question I was dying to ask as soon as I'd met Luka.

“So, Luka, what color are yours?
” I asked him. I heard Hayden almost choke on a swig of his drink.

“My what?” Luka looked confused.

Hayden bellowed a laugh. “Are you asking him about his wings?”

“Of course,” I answered. “What else would I be talking about?”

They both gave me adoring looks.

“Off-white,” Luka said with a smile. “So mine wouldn't be as shocking to you as this
 guy's.” He nodded to Hayden.

“Ah yes,” Hayden recalled, “that moment is forever memorable.
”

“Well, I think I'm handling all of this quite nicely, if I may say so, myself.” I gave Hayden a loving glare.

“I'll attest to that, my dear,” Luka held up his beer. “Kudos to you.” We clanked our glasses together. The silver necklace hiding under Luka's sweater neckline taunted my curiosity as we started munching on the appetizers.

“Luka, what's on your necklace?”

His eyes widened as he dropped his mozzarella stick to wipe his hands. “Crap. I wore this thing so I'd remember and I completely forgot until you said something.”

I looked at him curiously as he pulled the chain from his neck and draped it over his hand. He held the pendent in his palm and handed it over to me.

“This is yours now,” he said solemnly.

I reached over and took the chain from him, admiring the silver pendent that replicated my birth mark; the same mark my father possessed. My mouth opened as I gazed at it.

“It was your father's. Jack designed it, but never got a chance to see the finished product. I've held onto it until I had the chance to give it to you. Today was just as perfect as any, so I want you to keep this.”

I smiled as I admired the silver in my palm. “It's the negative zero,” I said quietly. “Just like our birthmark.”

Luka nodded. “Elliott was in the process of making it when Jack, well, before his Final Death. It wasn't finished yet.”

My eyes flickered between Luka and Hayden. “Elliott?” I asked as I placed the necklace around my neck.

“Yeah,” Hayden answered. “He's kind of the angel-techie of the House of Council.”

“Techie?” I tried to comprehend. “Like the Geek Squad at Best Buy?”

Both Luka and Hayden laughed heartily.

“You could say that,” Luka humored me. “He'll be the one that you meet with soon to design your own castors.”

“I don't use my father's?” I inquired
.

Hayden turned to Luka. “We haven't gotten that far into the job description yet.”

“Oh, I'm sorry. There is still a lot of explaining that Hayden has as far as that goes,” Luka said to me, “but no, you won't use your father's castors. Each new Soldier of Light must eventually design his or her own, and Elliott is your angel. You think it; he builds it.”

“Wow,” I said in disbelief, “you guys really have your own community set up, don't you?”

Luka chuckled. “Seems that way, doesn't it? We were all created for a reason, and we all have our own personalities and talents.”

“Hmm.” I smiled wryly. “Like little quirks?” I looked over at Hayden.

Hayden gave me a boyish simper. “I have quirks
?”

I mirrored his expression. “Oh yeah, and I'm sure there are plenty
 more I haven't even discovered yet. Can't wait,” I said in a sardonic tone.

“Wow.” Luka laughed. “Pretty facetious, isn't she?”

“You have no idea.” Hayden chuckled.

“So, what about me?” I asked. “My dad had a talent after his First Death. He was able to determine outcomes before they happened, foresee things. Don't I get some sort of ability like that?”

“It was rather easy for Jack to notice his gift since he could receive visions,” Luka explained. “Most likely, your ability will bloom soon. You just have to discover it.”

“But what could it be? I don't feel any different. The only thing I know is that I heal ten times quicker than I did before, but Hayden said that's normal for anyone who has Crossed.”

“Evika,” Hayden chimed in, “whenever your gift, talent, ability or whatever you want to call it presents itself, it will have a purpose. You're blessed with something useful and meaningful. We'll have plenty of time to discover that as time goes by.”

I sighed. “I just wish it was something cool like my dad's.” I looked at Hayden questioningly. “It didn't seem to take you
 very long to figure out your little gift with me.”

Hayden grinned
.

“Oh, you mean the new quirk?
” Luka laughed.

“You knew about it?” I asked him.

“He told me all about it.”

“Nice.” I slouched. “Well, that's embarrassing.”

“Nonsense,” Luka assured me. “It's how you two fit so well with each other, there's nothing to be ashamed of. Your father was an excellent man, and he could hit his boiling point quite fast.” Luka laughed. “It's safe to say the apple doesn't fall far from the tree.” I felt the blood rush to my face and was relieved when our food came to interrupt our conversation. I started digging in as if I hadn't eaten for a week.

“So, Luka,” Hayden taunted, “since we're on the subject of talents, why don't you share one of yours with Evika?”

“Eh, mine aren't that fun.” Luka chortled.

“Oh, stop being modest.” Hayden turned to me. “Luka, here, is a nature-harmon.”

“Which means....?” I asked.

“Well, for one, he can put animals at peace. If there were a rabid dog outside, and it was going after you, Luka could tame it on the spot.”

I turned to Luka and smiled. “So you and Hayden kind of share the same gift? Hmm.” I thought for a moment. “Only, in our case, I'm
 the animal.” I pursed my lips after I said that thought out loud.

They both laughed at me.

“Just a little ability I discovered many years ago. It's sort of pointless.”

I smiled at him. “I think it's neat.”

“Since we have you in the spotlight, Luka,” Hayden started, “maybe Evika would like to hear about who you had before Jack.”

Luka laughed. “Oh, that's right. You're a lover of horror, right?”

I nodded. “Heck yeah. Love
 horror movies. Why?”

Luka smirked at Hayden and then at me. “Does Robert England sound familiar?”

I dropped my fork and sucked air. “No
. Way
.” I was astonished. “
You were the Guardian of the guy who played Freddy Krueger? You're joking.”

Luka held up his hand. “Angel's honor. I swear it.”

“Omigod, that is the coolest thing ever
!” I squealed.

“After Lavinia passed away, the Council felt I'd be the best fit for your father so they pulled me from Robert. He has a new Guardian now.

“So, who do you have now?” I was curious.

“Luka is on trial,” Hayden chimed in again. “Guardians can take trial periods if they'd like to experience human life. A vacation, if you will.”

I laughed. “Nice. How long does that last?”

“Well,” Luka started, “we can take up to a year, but I've only been on trial for about two months. Kind of a good breather after so many consecutive lives. I was assigned to a few more after your father and then I put in for my trial period. I couldn't have hit at a better time, I'm here having dinner with you guys. Otherwise, it would have been a bit difficult to arrange something without having to leave my human unattended this long.”

It was funny how the whole thing sounded like an employment arrangement. Luka had to “put in” for his trial period. It was humorous. All the things I was learning about these mythical beings were just layer after layer of new information, and most everything I'd ever thought before was out the window entirely.

“Where do you live, though? Around here?”

“No, I live at the House of Council with the head Guardians.”

“In Los Angeles? But where are you staying while you're in town?”

Luka and Hayden laughed lightly at my expense, but again, they did so in an adoring manner.

“Evika,” Hayden explained, “Luka doesn't have to keep up the human pretenses like I have to do for you. He can travel the way angels normally travel.

“Which is?” I inquired.

Luka smirked. “Now you see me. Now you don't.”

I mirrored his grin. “Like magic.
”

“Precisely.”

I shook my head in amazement and gazed at both angels before me while new questions started popping up, dying for answers. “Who are the head Guardians there? Is there a lead angel?”

“Costello is the ancient one. The first of our kind,” Luka explained. The others on the Guardian Council are Jericho, Ezra, Greer, Claudia, Elka, Simon, Kai, and Reesa. Come to think of it, they will be inducting Elliott in a few weeks.”

I giggled. “The angel-techie?”

Luka smiled. “Yes, him.”

“This whole thing is so surreal. I'm not sure I even know how to react anymore.” I sighed, taking another bite of food.

Luka grinned. “I think you are taking this all magnificently well, Evika. I know for a fact that your father would be proud of you. And, of course, both Hayden and myself.” He winked at me.

Hayden gave me an assuring smile. “Yeah, you're not as big of a pain in my ass as I thought you'd be,” he jeered, “so I am
 proud.”

I rolled my eyes. “Gee, thanks
,” I said sarcastically, but I couldn't hide my smile.

Honestly, I really thought I was
 being a pain in his ass up till then. I was always a pain in the ass to change or something that called for me to alter my lifestyle. I never liked anything forced on me. I also thought about later on, when this destiny kicked in full-throttle and on a whole new level – when it consumed my life. Would any of them still be proud?

“So,” Luka pushed his empty plate away slightly, “how about some dessert?”

I laughed at his question, for I had just finished my plate. “Boy, Luka, are we in sync today or what?”

“So we are,” he said with a glance at my plate. “They have a mean apple crisp here. You get what you want, of course, but I'm telling you, it's to die for.”

“Pun intended, Luka?” Hayden jeered.

Realization washed across Luka's face. “Oh, sorry.” He looked at me sheepishly
.

“I'm up for dessert, but not sure if I can finish a whole one.” My eyes rolled over to Hayden.

Hayden grunted. “Are you trying to get me to ruin my girlish figure?”

I shook my head and giggled. “Hayden, there is not an ounce of anything girlish about you.”

“Wow, was that a compliment?” Hayden asked playfully.

I thought for a moment before answering. “Indirectly, I guess it was.”

Hayden shrugged. “I'll take it, then.”

We ordered two apple crisp desserts. Luka scarfed his down while Hayden and I shared one, but I doubt I had my full half before Hayden started digging into my side. Boys.
 Besides, I was already full from cleaning my entire plate of chicken pesto. There wasn't a trace of food on the plate. One thing about me; I wasn't afraid to eat when I was hungry.

“So, what's on the agenda for tonight?” Luka asked us.

“That would be up to Miss Stormer.” Hayden turned to me. “Are you up for going out for a while?”

“Hell yeah. Let's go out.”

Luka raised an eyebrow. “I don't suppose you'd be interested in some gaming?”

I sucked air. “Dave and Busters?”

Luka laughed and turned to Hayden. “It's like we share the same brain, she and I.”

Hayden rolled his eyes. “Ugh, let's hope not,” he joked.

We drove out to Dave and Busters. Hayden was giving me unfavorable looks as we approached the bar, but I felt safe in ordering another beer once we got there since Luka did too. I wasn't sure if Luka was trying to piss Hayden off or if he really just liked beer.

Luka was genuine, and I really felt a connection with him. I felt I could trust him and look up to him - like he was a big brother. It seemed to me he was fun-loving and carefree, but would talk some sense into me if I crossed a line. In a way, I guess Hayden had the same quality, but for some reason, I imagined I'd be more receptive of 
Luka. Maybe it was wrong of me to feel that way; I don't know. Maybe it was just because Hayden was a tad bit abrasive when it came to my drinking habit and a different approach would have worked better, had he used one.

We bought D&B cards and filled them with credits for all the games. The irony that we flocked to “Evil Dead” was amusing. Two players stand with machine guns and shoot at zombies on the big screen. Blood splatters everywhere. It's beyond cool. I played against Luka first and won. Then I beat Hayden by over nine-hundred points. I had a feeling that the both of them just let me win to make me feel adequate.

We bounced around to almost every game there and even managed to fit in two games of pool. That
 was interesting. I was a shark when it came to billiards and my confidence remained high until I found out Hayden was just as good as I was. Okay, he was way better. I let him break and he pocketed three solids. I was hoping it was just a lucky break, but I soon realized that he really knew what he was doing. I cocked an eyebrow at him.

Hayden shrugged. “I guarded a pool player once.”

“Of course you did.” I sighed. “Am I going to get to play in this round at all
?”

“Once you get as good as me, you won't ever have to ask that again,” Hayden teased.

“Maybe if I got
 to play I'd be able to get as good as you,” I retorted.

Luka laughed at our bantering. “The match between you two is impeccable.”

Hayden gave me a smug grin. I just rolled my eyes and showed him half a smile.

After pool, we finally wrapped things up. I was ready to head home anyway. Lack of sleep was starting to catch up to me. I needed to get back onto a schedule, or I was going to really regret it.

We headed outside to the Harley. Luka and Hayden did a little handshake and punched each other in the shoulders. It was comical, how human they seemed. Typical boys, rather cute.

“See you around, Darkwing,” Luka said
.

“Later, Charmin,” Hayden answered.

“Charmin?” I asked in shock. They both looked at me. “I mean, I get the Darkwing thing, but, Charmin?
”

Hayden laughed. “Hey, he's lucky I stopped calling him Baby's Breath. He hated that one.”

“You guys are seriously too close,” I joked.

“Hmm,” Luka turned to Hayden, “I never did thank you for changing the nick-name reference from a flower to a brand of toilet paper. So, thank you, friend.”

Hayden threw his head back and bellowed a laugh as he straddled the Harley.

Luka pulled me aside while Hayden started his engine. Grabbing my shoulders, he looked at me solemnly. “Evika, on a more serious note, I know that your world has been turned upside down without your having even asked for it, but I want you to know that, no matter what, your well-being is what we care about. If you ever feel like you are getting in over your head, we are all here by your side.”

Hayden revved the engine, and we both looked over at him to see him wagging his eyebrows at us and relishing at the sound of his Harley.

Luka sighed and turned to me again. “And I know Hayden can seem a bit harsh and....”

“Cocky?” I finished for him with confidence.

Luka rumbled with a laugh. “Well, I was going to say bold, but however you'd like to describe him, he sees you as his priority. Everything from here on out, you are the reason he exists now.” His face turned solemn again. “And I want you to know that if you ever need me
, I'm here for you as well. You can always call to me, and I will hear. But to make things easier and a bit more normal
 for you,” he handed me a slip of paper that was perfectly folded into halves, “here is my cell number.”

I laughed as I took the folded paper; another angel with a cell phone. “I'll plug you into my phone A.S.A.P.” I smiled as I stepped up to him, stood on my tiptoes and threw my arms around his neck. “Thanks, Luka.
”

“My pleasure, Evigreen. I'm always here.”

I giggled. “Evigreen? You've already got one for me?”

He shrugged. “Sure do. It just came to me, and I figured you'd want to fit in with me and Darkwing.”

“Quite sweet of you,...Charmin
.” I nudged him in his side.

Growing impatient, but still sporting a grin, Hayden revved the engine again. Luka and I both looked over at him and rolled our eyes, laughing.

“Well,” Luka started, “I will be seeing you soon. I'll have to bring along a housewarming gift once you're settled into a new place.” He winked.

“I can't wait, Luka.” I kissed his cheek. “Have a safe...” I struggled for the right word, “flight?” I threw on my jacket and ran to Hayden, hopping behind him on the Harley.

“Helmet,” Hayden reminded me as he handed it over. I put it on and wrapped my arms around his waist as I watched Luka disappear into the tree line. During the ride, I thought about how close I felt to Luka, as if I knew him already. After thinking about the day's events, I actually felt happy. I'd managed to talk with Joel and catch him up to speed on things as best as I could. I met my dad's second Guardian and truly adored him, and I was holding onto the body of my own angel on the back of a motorcycle. I tried to only see the positive things that would make me smile, and I managed to do that without letting my mind wander like it had earlier.

After we got home, I was beat. I wanted nothing more than to slam my head into that pillow and drift off to La-la land. I darted to my room and slithered into my t-shirt and flannel bottoms. I still felt funny about wearing pajamas without my bra with Hayden around, so I figured I'd suffer as long as it took for me to feel comfortable; if I ever did. I took off the necklace, admiring it before laying it on my dresser and then walked to the kitchen to get a glass of milk. I ran into Hayden bending over in front of the refrigerator, wearing only his jeans. Sweet, baby Jesus, he is so hot.


“So, what'd you think?” he asked me as he poured a glass of milk.

“Of Luka? I adore him.” I beamed
.

He grinned as he placed the cap on the milk jug. “I noticed.”

I shrugged. “Hard not to like him. He's like the brother I never had.”

Hayden turned to me with a serious expression. “He really thinks highly of you, you know?”

I had no answer for him. I could only smile at him with just a bit of reluctance and sigh. I was unsure of what it was about me anyone could think highly of. “I'm gonna get some sleep.”

He nodded and smiled assuringly. Unable to help myself, I walked up to him, wrapped my arms around him and gave him the same fulfilling hug I'd given to Luka earlier that day. I then stood on my tip-toes and kissed his warm cheek. I saw a grin form on his face as I let go.

“Sleep tight, Angel-man,” I called behind me as I walked to my room.

“Evika?” his voice made me stop and turn, “I really am proud of you.” His sincere gaze at me held all the truth I needed to know he meant those words.

I returned the gaze into those emerald pools of his and gave him my winning smile. “I know you are.”

“Good night, Ev.”

“G'night,” I answered.

I laid down on my bed and just stared at the ceiling with a wide grin, ready to embrace the new day that was my tomorrow.
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Curiosity Killed The …









T

hree more days passed, and we spent most of them getting in touch with real estate agents and getting property reports for houses for sale on Tybee Island. I fell in love with a secluded, oceanfront colonial. It was a newly-built, four-bedroom home with three and a half bathrooms, a master suite that looked bigger than my entire apartment, and had a two-level porch. I was against taking a flight down to Georgia to check it out, and I didn't want to take the time to road trip either. I guess I just felt comfortable since I wasn't applying for a loan. It was straight-up cash we'd be using. I had to admit, the money did give me a feeling of independence. It was like I had nothing to lose.

Hayden liked the house just as much as I did, so we spent a great deal of our time asking everything we could about it. Luka even made a pit stop there for us and called Hayden with reports on the property's condition. He said it was flawless and there was a huge front and back yard with a short hike to the ocean with its own dock. It basically had everything on my wishlist. I told Hayden it was a sign, and it was “the”
 house.

After all was said and done, I owned my first home at the price of eight-hundred-ninety-seven thousand dollars and some odd change. 
I let Hayden take care of the bank crap, considering my five thousand dollar limit wouldn't get me far. I was getting over the whole custodian thing anyway and was happy to pass off all the dirty work to the angel.

My next feat was a car. With a new house to drive to, I'd need to be sure we had a reliable vehicle to drive to get there. I wanted a Mustang, but not just any
 Mustang. I did my research on the Shelby GT500 Coupe. The Cobra had five-hundred-forty horse power, five point four liter engine and I was dead-set on getting a six-speed manual transmission. I basically built the entire vehicle online and added a supercharge and stalker hood. It already came with ambient lighting, a cobra emblem on the grill, and the classic pony emblem on either side of the car, sporting its shine on both doors. I added ridiculous interior packages and audio upgrades. It was definitely necessary to have a good stereo ability in my car. Without it, my car and I wouldn't get along so well.

Hayden and I drove down on a Saturday to the nearest Ford dealership and explained that we'd be paying cash for the vehicle. They had just brought a black GT500 off the truck that day with a mere mile on the speedometer. The sales guy insisted on riding along with us while we took it for a spin, but somehow, Hayden was persuasive enough that he let us go on our own. I didn't want one of those guys breathing down my neck. I wanted to enjoy the test drive.

Hayden and I sat down into the leather seats and shut ourselves inside. I sank slowly into the seat as I inhaled the smell of the car. It was intoxicating, that smell.

“Oh man, this has got to be one of the best scents in the world,” I inhaled deeply again before putting the key into the ignition. “New. Car. Smell.”

Hayden chuckled. “I always thought your favorite smell was gasoline. Oh, and Caress soap. Although, you do like those dryer sheet-thingies.”

I wrinkled my nose at his comment. “Jeez, that doesn't sound so good when you say it out loud.”

“It's true though,” he declared
.

I sighed. “Not entirely
.” I thought for a moment, wondering if I really wanted to go down this road or not. “There's a new one that trumps gasoline, soap, dryer sheets, and new car smell, now.”

He raised a brow to me. “Rrrreally?”

“Yup.” I strapped on my seat belt and started heading out of the parking lot with the pony. I wanted as much distraction as possible so it didn't feel so awkward when I confessed. “And that would be....you.”

“Me?
” he questioned. I glanced at him quickly and took in his expression of shock.

“Great,” I deflated. “Now you think I'm weird.”

Hayden laughed. “Not at all,” he assured me. “Actually, I'm honored.” I believed him and gave him an embarrassed grin.

I was ecstatic to test drive the Mustang and got a little carried away on the entrance and exit ramps. I hadn't driven in a while, so it was sort of nerve-wracking for Hayden, although, I was having the time of my life.

“For cryin' out loud, Evika, this is a test
 drive! You don't own the thing yet.” Hayden was squirming in his seat.

I laughed as I gunned the engine and worked my way up to eighty miles per hour on 77N. “Aww, is the angel scared?” I jeered. “Relax, I know what I'm doing, Angel-man.”

“I hope so because it's a little harder to save you if I'm in the accident with
 you,” he explained as he double-checked our seat belts.

“You're not even human, Hayden.” I giggled at him.

“No,” he said, “but you
 are. So cool it, Pony-girl.”

My eyes shifted to see his smirk. “Oh, how sweet. Did you just nickname me?”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Yeah. And I can assure you that a few other ones suit you, but that one is the most appropriate one for the time being.”

I laughed at his honesty and drove us back into the dealership lot. After parking the pony, I assured the salesman I would make the purchase of that model. The salesman, Todd, looked at us in shock when I said I wanted to put a down payment of fifty percent that 
minute while we had him order the extras I wanted. I already had the print out of everything I did on line. The dealership was able to provide everything I wanted on that car, all except the paint job. But I'd deal with that later on. The paint job was something I didn't mention to Hayden yet.

My order was set and my GT500 would be there in less than a week for pick up. I could hardly contain my excitement when I finished “building” my car. The rest of the conversation was something about warranty and all the stuff we'd have to deal with after it was delivered. I tuned most of that part out, remembering how the roar of the engine felt as I sat in those black, leather seats. Soon, it would be mine. No more depending on my unpredictable jalopy! We decided that we'd donate my VW Bug. I didn't even want to know the trade-in value. Honestly, I had a feeling they should have made me pay them just to take it off my hands. Sadly, I would have agreed to do it.

I did
 happen to hear that the final price would be almost fifty-seven thousand dollars, give or take a few bills. On a normal day, in the life that I used to have, I would have had to smack myself to wake up, but not this time. This was all real, and I sat there in that Ford Motors office shaking my head and adding up the ridiculous amount I'd already blown. I waited for it, that feeling of guilt, remorse, clarity, but it never came. I never once had any regret in spending that first almost-one-million. Jeez, what was wrong with me? I think what helped with my apathetic attitude was the fact that I knew I didn't really have to be responsible because Hayden did enough of that for the both of us combined. I already knew he was okay with my getting the house and the car. After that, I wasn't really sure what I'd want to spend the remainder on anyway, so I guess I wasn't such a horrible person after all; I was a twenty-one year old girl who inherited a twenty-seven million dollar bank account and only spent a million of it. I was in the clear from being placed in the greedy pool, right?

I contained my excitement, but only until we made it to the dealership parking lot. “Hayden, this is the best day ever!
” I jumped on his back and squeezed him.To no surprise of mine, he never faltered. He 
secured his arms over my legs to hold me there, giving me a piggy-back ride to his motorcycle.

“Wow, Pony-girl, how's it going to be when we actually come and get
 the car?” he teased.

I kissed his cheek and shimmied off of his back to get onto the Harley. “I'm warning you now; I am not
 responsible for any damages I do to your back that day.”

Hayden bellowed a laugh, throwing his head back as he straddled the motorcycle. “I'd need a bit more than a little thing like you to break me, Evika.”

“Hey, I can be pretty ferocious if I want to be,” I joked as I put on my helmet and hugged his waist, preparing for the ride.

“No kidding,” he agreed as he started the engine.

We drove back to the apartment, and I saw a taxi pull up to the curb in front of the building. Normally, I wouldn't have paid much attention, but I knew Ms. Makerov would be coming back from the airport any time that day. We pulled into the side lot, and I think I may have leapt off of the Harley before Hayden even parked. I pulled the helmet off and chucked it at his chest before I darted over to the cab and, sure enough, there was the little, gray-haired Russian woman with her huge purse getting out of the back seat, her short legs hanging from the car as they searched for the ground.

I smiled from ear to ear as I approached her. “Welcome back, Ms. M! I missed you so much!”

Her little eyes peered through her glasses and met with mine as she looked up. “Oh, Mouska!
 You are just the face I want to see!” I took her heavy purse and slung it over my shoulder as she put her wrinkly hands on my cheeks.

The cab driver opened the trunk, pulled out Ms. M.'s suitcase and placed it on the sidewalk. “Okay. You're all set, ma'am. That'll be twenty-eight, seventy five.”

“I've got it,” I heard Hayden's voice from behind me. He walked up with some cash and gave it to the driver. I smiled at his sweet gesture.

Ms. Makerov tried to grab her purse in time. “Oh, but I---
”

“Don't worry about it, Ms. M.,” I stopped her. “It's covered.”

She smiled at me sweetly, then to Hayden, giving him a longer stare. The cab drove off, leaving us there on the sidewalk.

“Ms. Makerov, I'd like you to meet my new friend, Hayden,” I said to her as I grabbed her arm to walk with her.

Hayden lifted the suitcase effortlessly with one hand and held out his other to the old woman. “Pleased to meet you, Ms. Makerov. I hope you had a lovely time in Moscow.”

She took his hand and never wiped that smile off of her face. In fact, it became more radiant than before. “Thank you, young man, for paying cab driver. I did not expect for you to pay.”

“It was my pleasure,” Hayden assured her. “Shall we?” He nodded to the front entrance.

Ms. M. watched Hayden closely as we rode the elevator to her floor. It wasn't a skeptical stare; it was more of fascination. I started to wonder if she was starting to develop a little crush on him, but shook that idea off as an implausible theory, for she was one of the wisest women I knew. There was no way a charming, handsome gentleman like Hayden could stupefy her in that way. It had to have been something else.

We walked her to her apartment and, at first, weren't greeted by any cats except for Lucius. Ms. M. said that the rest of them were probably mad at her for leaving them for so long, but she knew that her neighbor down the hall had taken good care of them. Mr. Heely was a man I never got to know very much at all since he was always inside his apartment, but he seemed to open up to Ms. M. quite well in the years they'd both been living there, and they both had a love for cats. Mr. Heely never went out and was always a reliable guy when it came to taking care of those felines.

“Ms. M., I have a lot to tell you now that you're back,” I started, “but first, I want to hear all about the wedding.”

We all made ourselves comfortable in the living room. Lucius hopped up on my lap and purred while I played with his fur and listened to the old Russian tell us about her trip. She told us of the family and friends she hadn't seen in so long and how all the children 
had grown so much. The wedding was a traditional Russian wedding, which typically lasts for two days. I finally realized why Ms. Makerov was so in tune with my age group and the whole drinking scene after she explained that a Russian Wedding is an event where everybody must
 be drunk. The more liquor, the happier the wedding day. Being sober at a Russian wedding is simply impolite. I was fascinated by the traditions she explained to us. Jeez, I should have been born a Russian.


Ms. M. stayed in the Ritz-Carlton in Moscow where the reception was held. Even in her early seventies, the woman could drink like a fish when such an event like her great-nephew's wedding called for it. She explained that the wedding reception is only a success if everyone goes home hardly remembering anything and that she was so drunk after the first part of the evening that she hadn't even noticed the bride was missing. The missing bride, of course, was another normal tradition. The groom's buddies always steal the bride away and make the groom pay a ransom to get her back.

“Ivan noticed nothing! For almost two hours bride was gone,” Ms. Makerov laughed. “He was so drunk!”

I laughed, grabbing my stomach and looked at Hayden, who was also doing the same. I knew he probably already knew of the Russian traditions since he seemed to know everything
, but I could tell he enjoyed listening to Ms. M. She was such a storyteller, and very good at it.

“It was very good time. I miss the old country, but home is also here.” She smiled and looked down at Allegra, the gray, fat cat brushing along the side of the couch. “Now, you have news for me, Little Mouska?” she asked me.

“Yeah.” I loved her for remembering. “It looks like I'll be moving south, Ms. M. I got a new place and a new job.”

She looked at me curiously. “Oh?”

I nodded and sighed, trying to hold a smile. “I've already got a place near Savannah, Georgia, on Tybee Island. I think it will be a good move for me in more ways than one, you know?”

“I see,” she nodded with a concerned expression. “But you will not be alone?” she questioned, eagerly
.

“No,” I shook my head, “I won't be alone.”

She studied me briefly and then a look of clarity arose through her expression. She turned to Hayden, who was on the floor making friends with the orange Tabby, Ferdinand. Then she faced me, grabbing my hands, making Lucius jump down and over to Hayden. “Mouska, you must keep in touch whenever you can. You promise this?”

I looked at her incredulously, wondering why she hadn't questioned the subject anymore, but she was always the most intuitive woman I'd ever known, so maybe she didn't need me to tell her. Maybe she just knew that I would be okay and that I was making a good choice.

“I promise, Ms. Makerov. You haven't heard or seen the last of me.” The way I said those words was so convincing. I meant them, but I didn't vocalize them as casually as I'd meant to. There was a lot of power in those words, almost with a threatening undertone. I'm sure it was only me who caught it, as Ms. M. just smiled at me proudly.

She patted my hands and gave me a radiant smile. “You will find way, Evika. Find happy again. I know this.”

I was confused. “But, I am hap---”

“No,” she cut me off, her expression turning solemn. “I mean here,
 Mouska.” She placed her hand over my heart and pressed gingerly. “Inside here.”

I looked into her eyes intensely, and it was then that I knew that the old woman knew a lot more than I'd ever realized. Even though I appreciated her so much already, I had even more gratitude for her in that moment. Then, she amazed me even more with what she did next.

“And you,
” she swiveled toward Hayden and gave him a stern look. “You will be with my Mouska?” The way she asked him was almost demanding. Hayden perked his head up and looked at her questioningly for a moment, and then eased his expression into one of contentment. He made it very apparent that he understood 
something as he looked back at her. I almost felt uncomfortable. Clearly, I was missing something.

“Always.” Hayden smiled solemnly at her. “I assure you.”

She bobbed her head in satisfaction. “Good,” she said, grinning at my angel.

I looked at them both curiously as they turned to me with caring expressions. I noticed that Hayden was now surrounded by five of the seven cats. “Wow.” I chuckled. “You have some admirers.”

“Can you blame them?” he replied. Ms. M. and I laughed. Hayden's egotism didn't seem to surprise her any more than it did me, and by this point in time, I'd already expected it.

After a few more minutes of aimless conversation, promising that I'd keep in touch for the fiftieth time, and assuring her that I'd say goodbye before moving, Hayden and I gestured to leave so Ms. Makerov could get settled in and unpack. By that time, all seven cats had greeted us and remained in the living room where we all were.

“My cats, they sense things,” she said to Hayden as we headed to the door.

Hayden turned to her and smiled. “Like you,” he declared.

Ms. Makerov grinned. “Yes, Meteo,” she said proudly, “like me.”

That was it. The little exchanges between those two was driving me nuts; not knowing what it was about, of course, was going to drive me mad. “Okay,” I tried to sound calm, but it came out a bit snippy. “What am I missing here?” I looked back and forth between the old lady and the angel.

Hayden chuckled. “I'll explain on the way back upstairs.” He pressed the small of my back to inch me toward the door as I gave him an incredulous look. “I promise
,” he made an attempt to humor me.

“Goodbye, Mouska,” Ms. M. gave me a quick squeeze, “I see you soon?”

“Yes. Bye, Ms. M.” I kissed her cheek. “I'm so glad you're home,” I called to her as I walked out with Hayden.

He and I headed up in the elevator. I folded my arms and gave 
him my you-better-tell-me-what's-going-on-or-I'm-going-to-flip-out-on-you look, and he relented.

“Okay, okay. I told you I'd tell you. Simmer down,” he laughed at me.

“I'm only waiting.”

Hayden raised an eyebrow and pursed his lips. He knew me too well. “Okay, do you know how I told you that you now have something called a spirit-eye and you can see all the angels, whether they appear in flesh form or not?”

“Yes,” I nodded.

“Well, Ms. Makerov doesn't have the ability to see anything, but she has the ability to sense things...like an intuition. She can sense that I am a good spirit; a protector. That's why she was so trusting of my being with you and the whole moving-to-Georgia thing.”

I thought for a moment, remembering the angel clip she'd given me for my birthday. I was taken aback at how instinctive she was: things she said, things she'd done for me. She never ceased to amaze me.

“So,” I said quietly as I stared off into space, “the plot thickens.”

“That, it does.”

“What was that name she called you before we left?” I inquired. “It started with an M,”

“Meteo?” he asked.

“Yes, that's it.”

He grinned at me as the elevator door opened. “It means halo
 in Russian.”

“Ha!” I guffawed.

“What, you don't believe me?” he asked.

“Oh, no, that's not it,” I assured him. “I just think it's funny she chose halo of all words to describe you.
”

He gave me a puckish grin. “I find it rather inspiring.”

“You would.” I laughed when Hayden wagged his eyebrows at me. “I was thinking of making spaghetti for dinner. Sound appetizing?”

“Definitely. Need help?”

“Nah. I'll be fine,” I said
.

“Hmm,” he said, “maybe I should supervise so you don't destroy the kitchen again.”

I glared at him playfully. “Oh, you're really funny.”

He laughed heartily as he headed into the living room and turned on the television. It was hilarious to me that the first thing he put on was Nickelodeon. It was almost like he was doing it for me. I heard the voice of Spongebob Squarepants, which confirmed his channel choice.

“Do you really enjoy those cartoons or are you just putting those on for me?” I called from the kitchen.

“You'd be amazed at some of the stuff I've tolerated over these past twenty-one years with you, girlie,” he called back, “but, if you must know, cartoons started growing on me pretty fast. I'm doing this out of my own free will. I swear it.”

I laughed and shook my head as I pulled out the contents for the spaghetti. I wasn't doing Joel-style spaghetti and slaving over the sauce all day. I was fine with a jar of Prego. However, I felt daring and pulled out some bread, butter and garlic salt to make garlic bread.

I became lost in thought. I recalled what I was doing; I was in the kitchen making dinner for myself and my new roommate after just having purchased a house in another state and a new car that I never thought I'd ever be able to afford, all of which cost me almost one million dollars. Really?
 It felt strange that things were moving so smoothly.

I started over-thinking things. I mean, really scrutinizing everything. It was as if I was playing along in some fairy tale, and the fairy tale version wasn't even the reality of what life was going to be like. Don't get me wrong, I knew that the bank account was real. I knew that Hayden was real, that Luka was real, and that everything was my reality. But it bothered me that everything had just become so simplified. My dad left me some massive bank account and that was supposed to solve everything? It was bothersome to me that ever since meeting Hayden, everything felt like a fantasy to me because I knew there was more to come; there was a challenge up ahead, and I wanted to know what the rest of my life was going to entail. I was 
done with the stories and the explanations. I wanted to really know; I wanted to be shown.


I knew Hayden wanted to wait until we were moved and settled in at the new house before introducing the next phase - A.K.A. “saving the dead,” but waiting and me were never a good combo. The new car and new house almost felt like distractions or bribes. Were they? Was it a way to get me into a better mood before dealing with the dead? I didn't want it to be, but part of me felt like it was palm greasing. Granted, I asked for the house and the car and had to agree to curbing the bad habits of my current lifestyle, but honestly, would it have even taken that much? Maybe Hayden knew all along that he would let me get the things I wanted. He'd known me my entire life. It couldn't have been that much of a shocker that I wanted a Mustang so badly. The house? Well, I was being a bit ridiculous with the house, but why not? Buying it hardly made a dent in my account; that was my reasoning.

I drained the noodles, prepared our plates, and called Hayden into the dining room. I threw a salad together at the last minute for some more color. The garlic bread turned out great, and I didn't even really make as much of a mess that was expected. I tried to clean up along the way, attempting to prove to Hayden that I wasn't really that messy if I didn't want to be.

We sat at the table and started eating.

“Evika, this bread is fantastic,” Hayden said.

I half-smiled, trying not to look ungrateful for the compliment while my head held so many questions. “Glad you like it.”

He studied me for a moment as he took another bite of spaghetti. I felt his stare. Perfect.
 I was never that great of an actress. “Okay,” he started, “something is on your mind and I hope you're planning on telling me what it is.”

I sighed and looked at him. I knew I'd have to get my feelings off my chest. There was no doubt about that. “I just...” I tried to find the right words to explain how I felt. “I kind of feel like we've been playing house for the past week, and it really isn't how life is going to be for me at all.” I waited for a response
.

Hayden put his fork down, and I could see a hint of concern in his expression. “Playing
 house? You're concerned that you won't be happy?”

“Well....yeah....no....I don't know.” Frustrated, I shook my head. “It's like I'm in this little fantasy world right now, getting carried away with all these things. I mean, I'm happy about the money, the car, and new house and knowing the truth about my dad and where I came from. All that stuff. But I have this feeling that this life won't be all milk 'n cookies from here on out. I feel like...like....” I couldn't find the right words.

“Like the wool has been pulled over your eyes for the time being?” he asked me seriously.

I managed to nod, almost disbelieving that he declared what I was thinking so accurately.

He gave me a caring smile. “I think I understand.”

“You do?”

“Yeah. I get it, Evika. I can see how you'd think that way, but honestly, the car and the house aren't bribes,” he assured me. I looked at him, incredulously. “Okay, maybe
 letting you get away with the absurd Mustang was a sweetener,” he admitted with a laugh, “but we can't continue living here, so the house was a must.”

“Right,” I agreed. Then, I was quiet as I studied him, my thoughts wandering to find the next questions I wanted to ask, trying to figure out how or what I wanted to ask.

“There's something else that you're trying to ask of me,” he pointed out.

Was I really that transparent? I sighed again. I'm not sure what it was that was making me hesitate at first, but then I realized, not only was I unsure of how to explain my thoughts and ask more questions, I was even afraid to know the truth of what was to become of my life, despite how much I really wanted to know.

“I know you said we had to wait until we were settled into the new house, but I'd like to know exactly what this life entails for me,” I finally said to him. “I don't want any sugar-coating anymore. I want to know the hardcore truth.
”

Hayden nodded. “I see.” He paused and gave me a long stare, blinking a few times during what I assumed to be deep thought. I watched him as I waited for his decision, whatever it was. He sighed. “This isn't really the best place to be conducting your first save, Evika. I'm a little reluctant about letting you try this right now.”

I knew Hayden knew what was best for me, but I really hated anticipation. It drove me nuts. In fact, I had more anxiety over this whole thing than I had over any other situation in my life, and it was starting to eat away at me. The distractions weren't going to work on me anymore. I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms. At first, I thought I'd belt out with my ranting, but I was honestly so tired of pulling that card on Hayden. I needed to be mature. I needed to seem level-headed in order to negotiate.

“Hayden,” I looked at him achingly, “you know me. I hate being surprised and unprepared for things. I don't like knowing portions
 of things. I really need you to level with me here. Please.” I pleaded with him while I hoped with all my heart that I said enough to get him to budge and just let me get the initial shock over with.

He locked his hands behind his neck and blew out an exceedingly long breath, leaned his head back, and stared at the ceiling. He was definitely battling some internal conflict and had to think it through, but I had a feeling I was done pleading with him, and he was going to relent.

He finally straightened in his chair and gave me a stern look. “One time, Evika. One time
 before we move to the new place. It's all I'm giving you right now. We don't even know how you are going to react, and you still need training and your own castors.”

I gulped hard when he finally agreed, but I forced a smile. “Thank you, Angel-man.”

“I better not regret this,” he muttered to himself.


I better not, either
, I thought as I continued eating.







14





Any Fate But This
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e finished our meal and went to my bedroom. Hayden had a black duffel bag that he'd been keeping under his bed from which he pulled a silver, metal orb. It looked heavy and was about the size of a grapefruit.

He pulled the chair up to me, next to the bed. Holding the castor and shaking his head, he said “I'd really
 better not regret this.”

I wrinkled my nose. “You know, it doesn't help me feel less anxious when you say things like that.”

He looked at me apologetically. “I'm sorry. I just pictured this experience going a little differently the first time, more planned. I wanted you to be ready.”

“Ready? How does one prepare herself for saving the dead, Hayden?” I said sharply, but I hadn't meant to sound so mean. I made an attempt to buffer what I said then. “I mean, you can't just put this off for me if this is what my true calling is, right?”

He looked at me in amazement. “Since when did you get so mature?”

I rolled my eyes. “It comes and goes, I guess.”

“Here,” he handed me the castor, “we need to prepare it and send it out first.
”

I took the metal contraption in my hand and noticed it was lighter than I'd expected. It was smooth all around, except for the crease sealing the two halves. I'd assumed it was welded together, but when I looked closer, I saw a break that showed signs that the sphere could separate or open. As I rolled it in my hand, I found a hinge-like divot. Above that was a tiny, clear bulb embedded into the metal. Not far from that section was a small hole angling slightly into one of the sphere halves, big enough for a thumb to be placed. I inspected a little closer and saw a transparent square piece that lay securely within that crevice.

“That's why you have to make your own,” Hayden said to me.

“Huh?” I looked at him.

“That piece you're looking into....that's how you open it, with your fingerprint. After they have been set, it scans and reads your print and the castor opens.”

I was confused. “But if these were my dad's, then how am I supposed to open them?”

“Because when I took them from him, I reset them. They aren't locked or programmed to his prints anymore. All four of them are the same, but I don't want to bust out the other ones. You need to make your own, and I planned on doing that after we settled in Georgia. We'll get together with Elliott after we move so you can design four new ones with him.” He sighed. “For now, we can just program this one for you to use. We have to set it so the sensor reads your print.”

I looked at him, waiting on instructions.

“Do you see that hole above the sensor? It's about the size of the eraser on a pencil.”

I looked the castor over once again and found what he described. I hadn't realized it was anything special. “Yeah, I see it.”

He nodded. “You need to blow your breath into that hole until the bulb lights up.”

I almost wanted to laugh because it seemed almost like a breathilizer that the cops used, not that I would know personally. I looked at Hayden, but kept a straight face. I could tell he wasn't in the mood for joking around
.

“Go ahead,” he assured me. “It will make a faint, beeping sound to let you know it's done reading. Kind of like a thermometer.”

I reluctantly pulled the castor toward my face, put the hole up to my mouth, and blew into it. In a matter of a few seconds, I heard the faint “beep” it made. I pulled it away from me to observe and sure enough, the light was glowing white. I showed Hayden.

“Good. Now the next part is something you and I have to do together.” He came over to the bed and sat in front of me, placing his hands on either side of the castor, holding each sphere half. “This time, I need you to place your thumb onto the flat sensor inside here,” he nodded to the embedded square piece, “and place your other hand over mine while you breathe into the hole one more time.

I looked at him, inquisitively. “And what, may I ask, is this
 supposed to make it do?”

“It will sense your print and your breath together, marking itself as yours. At the same time, it will sense me, through you, as your Guardian when I do my part. Then, it will lock itself as your
 castor. We'll know it took once the light turns red.”

“Jeez, do we have to do this when I get the new ones, too?” I asked.

“Yes, Evika. It's how we set them up so that only you can use them. No one can open them or use them once they are set to you, unless I reset them. Having your own helps you speak with the Seekers better, so these are just loaners for now. This old one will be reset and go back into the vault or just disposed of once you make your own.” He sounded so serious. I guess saving the dead was
 a serious matter, so I shouldn't have complained, but I was hoping that the mood would have lightened a little. “If you want to back out now, just say so.” Hayden started. “I'm perfectly fine with us just wait---”

“I'm fine,” I cut him off. He pursed his lips. “Okay,” I said as I placed my hand over his and my thumb in the sensor, “I'm ready if you are.”

Hayden nodded. I blew into the hole and felt a surge of energy weave through my body, starting at the hand that touched my angel and then work up through my arm and throughout the rest of me. It was something I'd felt a few times before with Hayden, but now that 
we were consciously touching to make something happen, I noticed the power of it. The light turned red along with a faint “beep” once again. I slowly pulled my head away from the castor, our hands still touching, and looked at Hayden questioningly.

“Good,” he said. “It's activated now.”

“What did you just do?” I asked.

“I just focused my energy into you.” He smiled took the castor from my hands.

“Hmm,” I observed him as he walked to the window. “So, now what?”

“Now, we throw it out there.” He nodded to the window. “The light is red, which means it's ready for a Seeker. Once it returns, it should be lit green and ready for you to access your first save.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Okay, let me get this straight. You're going to toss that thing outside where anyone can just come along and pick it up?”

“No,” Hayden shook his head, “once it is out of your possession and mobilized, the Seekers are the only ones who can see or access it. It can only be seen in their realm.”

“Okay, this whole thing is just getting more weird by the minute,” I confessed.

“It's also vapor metal,” he declared.

“Which means nothing to me.”

“Vapor metal is a compound unknown to mankind. That's why these things have to be designed and engineered by Elliott. Only the Council has the compound in order to make these. It's a solid and a gas; either, or.”

“In layman's terms, it's a vapor that turns metallic and vice versa?”

Hayden smiled at me. “You catch on quick, Pony-girl.”

“I'd be in trouble if I didn't,” I admitted.

“Would you like to do the honors?” He held the castor out to me in his palm as he stood by my bedroom window. I was reluctant to answer, and he could tell. “Come on. I want you to see what happens.”

I got up from the bed and walked over to him, taking the castor in 
my hands. Hayden opened the window and stood to the side, gesturing for me to walk up beside him. “Once we get settled at the new place, we can just set them on each side of the house, but,” he looked out of the window and down to the ground, “this will have to do for now. Toss it toward the street lamp over there so that you have something at which you can aim and keep your eyes on.”

I looked at the metal orb, then at Hayden, then out the window, and then down at the street. “So, I just throw it?”

“Yup.” Hayden smiled with a nod.

I took a deep breath. I wasn't sure why the concept was so complicated for me to perceive, but I forced myself to realize this was going to be “normal” for me for the rest of my life, until I died. Again. “Okay,” I sighed. I wound up my right arm as if I were ready to throw a pitch to a major leaguer and shot the castor out of the window, aiming at the street lamp and keeping my eyes on it as Hayden told me. I discovered my aim was pretty precise and then, right before my eyes, a quick zap of light surrounded the castor, encompassing the sphere, and then it was out of sight. Gone.

“There!” Hayden laughed and clapped once. “Did you see that? It went right through!”

I observed in shock. “It's gone.”

“It's with them now,” he said. “The next Seeker in line will find it and transfer its spirit into it, waiting for you to open it again.”

“What do we do now?”

Hayden looked at me. “We wait.” He tugged at my hand, pulling me with him out of the room. He led me to the living room, and we sat down on the couch. It was eerily quiet and almost bothersome. I didn't want the television on, but music was never something I would refuse. All it took was one glance at Hayden before he smiled at me and got up to turn the stereo on.

“I should have known better,” he said playfully as he spun the dial to find something familiar. He stopped and turned to me. “How's this?”

I listened carefully because the volume was low. I instantly recognized the song and smiled. All That I Am
. “Works for me.
”

Hayden came back to the couch, grabbed a pillow, and tossed it onto his lap. He extended his arm, waiting for me. “Come 'ere, kiddo.”

I pulled my pony-tail out and leaned back, laying my head on the pillow and looked up at him. I felt at home lying there in his arms, just as I'd felt any time he touched me. I closed my eyes and grinned, inhaling the scent that was only his. It surrounded me, relaxing me instantly. He started playing with my loose hair.

I peeked up at him with one eye opened and caught him smirking.

“What are you smirking about?” I asked, but I couldn't help closing my eyes again, sedated by the soft touch of his angel fingers making tiny twirls in my hair.

“Just thinking,” he answered softly.

“Are you gonna tellllll
 me?” I pried.

He laughed lightly. “I was just thinking about how much better we're getting along.”

I smiled widely as I thought about our consistent ups and downs, and then looked up at him again. He was right. The past couple of days seemed to go a bit smoother than the first few. “You know, you're right.” I giggled. “Wonder what's happening.”

“Isn't it obvious?” he asked. “I'm growing on you.”

I laughed heartily at his comment. It felt good to laugh, and it felt good that Hayden was the one that made it happen. I felt better about what we were doing after that, the fact that he'd gotten over that overly-serious mood since we'd reset the castor. His earlier mood was making me anxious, and his humor was something I really needed.

I started thinking about Ms. Makerov again and what she had said earlier: You will find happy again
. I wondered if she had noticed my unhappiness that much. Did Hayden pick up on it as well? I didn't really want to ask him because I was afraid to know the answer. Probably because I knew what he would say. I wasn't dumb. I knew he would agree with her, that I'd been a train wreck for a long time and needed to find a way to move on and be happy again. In fact, Joel thought the same thing.

It seemed as though pulling myself out of the darkness should be 
so simple. Every time I had these thoughts, open-ended questions, unanswered inquiries about my life, they all led to this angel. I couldn't help but think he was my hope. Could it be that he would be “my happy?” With all my heart, I wanted him to be. I wanted to let go of anything and everything that scared me, everything that made me doubtful or faithless. I wanted Hayden to be my reason to carry on. He was starting to become my everything, and I wondered if it was supposed to be that way; so easy.

“I hate to break your trance,” he cleared his throat, “but I think the castor is back now.”

I blinked and shook myself out of the daydream, noticing that I'd been staring at the ceiling and playing with his fingers, the fingers of the arm he had wrapped around my waist. I was over embarrassment at that point in time. He should have known by then that I was infatuated with touching him, and it was the best thing for me while we waited.

I gulped audibly and sat up, following him back to the bedroom again. “How do you know it's back?” I asked him.

He turned to me. “I heard it. Soon, you'll have that ability as well. The whispers are quite prominent when you know what to listen for.”

My stomach dropped. “Wh-Whispers?”

“Yes.” His expression turned unfavorable then. “You will also hear the sounds of the Watcher. The Seeker's Watcher is there to try to recapture the soul if they have the chance to pull them back into the dark realm again.”

I gasped. “What do you mean 'try to recapture the soul'? How would they do that?”

“The creatures are there mostly as a distraction to you, but they are able to imprison the Seeker again if they are not released in time. Also, once you open the castor, the Seeker's spirit mist will start to form, and you must act as quickly as possible before their true form starts to manifest. That is why we can never send the castors out without the intention of saving the soul as soon they are loaded....when they are green. Rules are made, and they are followed. 
The castor is set, sent, opened, and then emptied. We will stick with the same, standard rules just as your father did and as all the Soldiers did before him.”

He spoke with such a lecturing tone, as if he thought I was going to try to change things or break rules. His words felt like a scolding over some crime I hadn't even committed, and that offended me slightly, but I shrugged it off, thinking maybe I was just being overly sensitive due to the circumstances.

Hayden studied me and then smiled, relieving me quite a bit. “You'll get used to it, Evika. I promise.”

“I hope so,” I said quietly, a bit more relieved.

We entered the room and, sure enough, the metal orb was sitting on the sill of the open window with a glowing, green light lit. Hayden took it in his hands and sighed. “You're ready, then?” he asked me.

It was like my last chance to back out, and I could have taken it. After all the anticipation, I almost talked myself out of it and said “to hell with this” or “let's just wait,” but I'd put such solid effort into getting Hayden to agree to let me see how things work. I'd look ridiculous if I backed out now. I had to do it, get it over with. I wanted to know.

“Hayden,” I looked at him intensely and took a deep breath, “I'm ready.”

He nodded and walked over to the bed, gesturing for me to sit down. “This save and every save from here on out will require us to be together, meaning that we have to be physically touching in order for me to make the save painless for you. It's important not only for that reason, but also so we can communicate. At first, this whole thing is going to be taxing on your body, so we need to take this one slow. When you transcend into the moment of the Seeker's death, you must try to get yourself to realize it is much like the realm I took you to when you were in the hospital. It will feel much like the memory realm, and that is exactly what it is for the Seeker. They will transcend with you into the moment of their death and you take their place. Does that make sense?”

“Clear as mud,” I said nervously
.

Hayden handed the castor over to me and sat on the bed behind me. My body pressed against his as he maneuvered me to sit between his legs. His arms folded around my waist loosely. “You open it the same way we set it with your print, but this time, the orb will open and you must inhale the spirit mist of the Seeker. By inhaling the contents, you are inviting the spirit to use your body as their vessel. Are you ready for this?”

Before I said I was officially ready for the umpteenth time, I had one last question before I was cast into this other world. “Hayden,” I gulped, “what is the very first thing I'm supposed to see?”

I felt his gentle hands pulling my hair back behind my shoulders as he leaned into my ear. “The very first thing you will see will be the Seeker you are to save. He or she will appear before you, and it will be as if you are looking into a mirror right before you become him or her as you both transcend into the imminent moment.”

I let the idea sink in. Just pretend it's not real. Just go along with it and be that person. I get in. I die like them. I get out. Hayden will pull me out.
 My little pep talk made it sound a lot simpler than I knew it was going to be.

“Okay,” I took a deep breath. “I'm ready....for sure, now,” I assured him.

Hayden held me tightly and whispered into my ear. “I'm right here with you, Evika. I'm not going to let anything bad happen to you. I promise.” The Hayden-wave was sent through me and my nerves calmed instantly. I half-smiled as I pressed my print against the piece on the castor and the light lit brighter. The castor opened and a cloudy vapor started to rise slowly from within it. It was a controlled form and not that big in size. It hovered in the air above me as my body became rigid, unsure of what to do.

“It's the spirit,” Hayden whispered. “You must invite it into you. Just inhale the mist, and the rest will follow,” he instructed.

I realized I was pushing backward, afraid of this new entity, but I composed myself and sat forward, pulling Hayden with me. I can do this,
 I thought to myself. This is what I am supposed to do. Hayden is here with me, and everything will be okay
.


I let the mist sink closer to my face, and then I inhaled it through my mouth, watching it enter my body. It felt cold going into me and down my throat, and then my sight went black as I felt my mind racing. Then, I saw her about six feet away from me, a young woman. She had blond hair and wore a green sun-dress with a white flower print. That was the first thing I noticed about her. Her expression was sad as she stared back at me. She slowly walked up to me, and I couldn't move.

“Save me,”
 I heard her voice.

I stared at her as she came closer and closer, as she extended her hand to me. Assuming I was expected to do the same, I composed myself and mirrored her gesture, lifting my hand to meet with hers. As soon as I touched her, my mind was flooded with the most overwhelming sights I'd ever seen. She showed me the most awful images I'd ever witnessed. Flashes of memories, nightmares, feelings of guilt, despair, regret. I felt like I was sinking and waited for my vision to come back as I screamed. I didn't want to see anymore. The blood. The tears. The screams. Their faces. Tiny, little hands. Lifeless bodies. I wanted to be anywhere but there. I wanted to die. Death would have been better than this. Death would have been a step up from the hell she was giving me, what she was making me see.

My heart punched against my chest with every beat it made, and my head ached from the rushing blood that flowed through it. I moved every part of my body, thrashing around with the limbs I thought I could still feel, even though I was still seeing these horrible images. I hoped with all my faith that Hayden could feel or hear me and would pull me back to where he was.

Death. Where was the death for which I was to be her vessel? The transcending did not take place as Hayden said it would, and I was never sent to that moment.

Sylvia Bonnick. That was her name. I, somehow, knew everything about her. Every intimate thing. And I despised her for it with every ounce of my body and to the pit of my stomach. I saw everything she'd done; what put her there.

I'd lied. I was not
 ready for this. And I didn't think I ever would be 
after what I'd just witnessed. I kept my screams constant, and though I no longer had a vision of her face, I shut my eyes tightly and waited for my angel to pull me back to where he was, just as he promised. I held onto that hope in the darkness I'd fallen into, still forced to listen to the cries of the little voices and to watch glimpses of their limp bodies.

I finally heard his voice calling my name, starting from a distance, echoing, then becoming stronger and more prominent. “Evika!” I could breathe again when I heard him. I then felt his strong arms embracing me again, calling my name over and over. The visions went away, and the deafening cries subsided.

I opened my eyes.

The first face I saw was my angel's, and it brought me relief. I coughed excessively as the mist exited my body and entered back into the castor from which it came. My breathing remained heavy as he cradled me in his arms, shushing me, rocking me, and stroking my hair. I clutched to him and cried out the same sounds I remember making three years ago. A pain that I couldn't describe was within me, and I wanted it out. I wanted to get rid of the thoughts I had, rid of memories placed in my head. I still felt as if I had a hard time breathing, but it was only because I was heaving screams into Hayden's chest. My body shook violently, and I was unable to control it.

I felt his antidote wave through me and was thankful it finally came. My crying slowly subsided, and Hayden cleared the hair from my face, lifting my chin and wiping my tears with his thumbs.

“Evika, I'm sorry. Whatever happened to you, I'm so sorry.” His eyes held a pain in them that I hadn't seen before. “What did you see, Evika?” he whispered. “Please just tell me what you saw. What went wrong?”

I thought for a moment, about what I saw. I winced at those thoughts, squeezed my eyes shut, forcing more tears from them, and rolled to curl up in the fetal position on the bed. I couldn't speak of those images. I wished Hayden could have just seen them with me so I didn't have to say them aloud
.

“Evika, please talk to me,” he frantically pleaded. I felt him lay behind me, contouring his body against mine and draping his arm over me as he continued pumping the wave of calm through my body. It still didn't get rid of those images.

I tightened my position, still shaking slightly as I kept my eyes shut. “Hayden,” I tried to take controlled breaths to speak, “she touched me, and I saw everything she had done. She.....she.....killed them. A little boy and a little girl.” I cried and grabbed my face. The images were too powerful for his antidote to work on my mind. My body may have stopped convulsing, but I couldn't escape my head. “They kept crying for her when she did it, Hayden! They kept screaming 'Mommy! Mommy!' God, why can't you just see what I saw? Why did I have to see what she did, Hayden? Why?”

Hayden pulled my face toward him, giving me a clouded gaze. “Evika, what do you mean you saw what she did? What did she show you?”

I felt a new emotion override the fear in me as I recalled her face. This feeling, it was an anger that I wasn't used to. It was a hostile and ungodly wrath that fabricated within me as I realized the meaning of the horror. I sat up slowly, Hayden guiding me with his arms, afraid to let me go. I wiped the ever-falling tears from my eyes and looked into his. “I saw what put her there, Hayden. I saw what put her in Alysto's hands.”

Hayden froze with an unsettling expression as he looked at me, trying to understand what I'd just told him. “You saw the wrong she'd done,” he declared softly.

My lips pursed, and my nostrils flared. “Why didn't you tell me that would happen?” I spoke through my teeth to him.

Hayden shook his head with a dumbfounded look still upon his face. “Evika, I'm so sorry. I didn't know that would happen,” he paused as he tried forming his words. “You were supposed to have just gone in, transcended with the Seeker, and become her vessel. That is all.”

His look of shock was making me anxious and started prolonging my hostility. I scooted myself to the edge of the bed and turned away 
from him so I didn't have to see his face. His expression showed an incompetence in him, a weakness that I was afraid to see in him because I never thought it existed. I thought he knew everything. I thought his wisdom of this entirely new life for me was all up in there, in that pretty head of his. But it wasn't. He was just as much overtaken with surprise by this curve ball as I was.

Anger filled my face, and I swear I could have boiled a pot of water with my head. I straightened my arms and tightened my fists as I tried to retain myself from breaking something. My nails dug deep into the skin of my palms. I had to control it, the rage that I'd felt sometimes when I just couldn't fix or understand things.

“Where the hell is my
 free will, Hayden?” I said bluntly. “I didn't choose this! Is this really God's plan
 for me?” I looked down at my hands. “Look at me! I'm so pissed off that I'm shaking!” And I was. I could feel the lump developing in my throat as tears started to form, yet again. “How is this, at all
, fair to me, Hayden? Can you tell me this?” I whipped my head around to look him dead in the eye, waiting for his answer.

“Evika,” Hayden gave me a look of pity, and then an exhibition of clarity cast upon his face. “Maybe this is your gift.”

It took me less than one second to swallow what he'd just said, and I gave him a penetrating glare. “Gift? You think this is a gift?
” The boom of thunder made us jump as we jerked our eyes to the window, watching the rain hit hard on the sill. I stood and walked over to the window. “What kind of god lets a woman take a box-cutter to her three and four-year olds' throats, when all the while they are pleading with her to stop?” His mouth went agape. “What kind of a god
 lets her dump their lifeless bodies off the dock in the nearby lake right before she goes home to swallow a full prescription bottle of Oxycontin to kill herself off?” I was now screaming at him. “Tell me, Hayden! What kind of fucking god is that?
”

I folded my arms and lowered my head, letting the tears continue to fall. “And what kind of god gives this kind of gift to the one person who is supposed to save the souls of the damned, Hayden?” I stood there waiting for an answer. I wanted him to come through for me. I 
wanted him to snap out of his awestruck idiocy and tell me exactly what I needed to hear. My faith in all things was diminishing; the higher power, humanity, love and innocence. And Hayden was the only one who could bring me back.

He rose from the bed, walking up to me slowly. I took a deep breath and held it, waiting for my angel to restore my faith, waiting for that one thing that would make me understand it all. I lifted my head and looked into his eyes, pleadingly, still waiting.

“Evika,” he said, “I'm sorry. I don't know.”

I let out the air of the breath I'd held, much like the deflation that my heart felt in that very moment, hearing those words from him. I don't know.


I turned to the window and gazed out at the evening air. The sun had already set, leaving us with the darkness.
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Another Curtain









I

stood there by the window for so long, watching the rain fall. I let it hypnotize me in a way that I thought of nothing. Nothing at all. I could see Hayden in my peripheral, raising his arms cautiously to embrace me. I pressed my head against his chest.

“Evika,” he started, “I would give anything to take away the things you saw. I wish I could makes those things vanish, just as I make your pain go away.” He stroked my hair and kissed my forehead.

In previous encounters with him, I would have been wishing for his angel lips to kiss mine, but no such thought occurred to me in that moment by the window. I only wanted him to hold me, like a friend would do, hold me like a normal human
 would do and just stand there with me and watch the rain fall in the dark night air. I should have known it couldn't be that simple.

“I know you are not going to want to hear this,” he sighed and I slouched, bracing myself for his next words, “but there is a time limit once the castor is opened, once you've made contact with the Seeker.”

I exhaled, flexing my jaw as I responded. “Of course there is,” I said quietly with a hint of irritability in my voice.

“I'd rather wait until you've had some sleep, so we will wait until 
tomorrow morning to continue this,” Hayden said, “but we only have twenty-four hours once you've made the initial contact.”

“Or what?” I asked sharply.

Hayden pulled my hair back gently. “That's the rule, Evika. We can't break that rule.”

I shook my head and narrowed my eyes, thinking of the images once again. “She doesn't deserve anything good after doing what she did, Hayden. What's so bad about letting that Watcher take her back with it? Why shouldn't we just toss this one back and let her go back to the realm she came from?”

Concern washed across his face as he lifted my chin to observe my eyes. I wondered what he saw more of, the pain or the anger? I almost wanted to look away, so as not to let him see the hatred I felt growing inside me. My eyes never lied and he knew me well enough to see whatever story they told.

“Evika,” he said softly, “I know how you must feel toward the Seeker, and I know it must have been awful to witness the wrongs she committed, but it is not up to you to judge her. If it is her time to move on to the World of Light, then that is the way it must be.” He spoke so matter-of-factually that it irritated me.

I gave him a look of disgust. He had no idea what I saw. And no matter how many times I explained it or however many different ways I told him, he'd never know what I was feeling.

“And how would you
 know anything about how I feel right now, Hayden? You didn't see a damn thing! You didn't see what she did! Don't tell me that you know how I feel.”

He looked down at me with an appalled expression. His embrace around me loosened and felt colder. “As a matter of fact, Evika, I know exactly
 how you feel right now. I may not have witnessed her
 crime, but I've witnessed a hell of a lot more than you ever
 will in your entire lifetime.” I pushed him away, shoving his chest to back away from him. He narrowed his eyes. “Don't you dare scoff at me, assuming that I don't know how you feel.”

That was it. His words emptied me of any hope I had left. The way he spoke to me cut through me so painfully. It hurt that he'd snapped 
at me when all I wanted was for him to say what I felt was normal and true and...human of me. I wanted to hear him tell me it was okay to feel the way I was feeling. Maybe I was being unreasonable with my dismal remark to him, but didn't I have the right to be that way? I just witnessed some of the worst things I'd ever seen, and what I saw threw me into this undeniable state of despair. All I wanted was comfort, and he made me feel like my conduct was deplorable.

I looked up and into his green eyes, trying not to cry as a new level of anguish overtook me. “Then you are obviously the better person here, Hayden.” Those tears came after I heard myself speak. I couldn't hold them in any longer. “I'm not you. So, if you're so damn perfect and forgiving, then you can go save her yourself!” I started to walk away from him and then turned my head. “And while you're at it, you can ask your god if he really wants me
 for this job.”

Hayden's expression softened, as I'm sure he realized he may have said more than he should have. I could see it in his eyes, but it was too late. The damage was done. I gave no thought to my actions as I headed for the door.

“Evika,” Hayden called to me sternly, “don't do this to me again. Please.” He almost sounded exasperated. I knew what he meant. I recalled the last time I'd displayed this “running from my problems” episode; all because he wanted me to curb my habit
. He'd had another thing coming to him if he thought that was happening now.

I tried to find a care within me to make me change my mind, but when I searched for it, I found nothing. I turned slowly, wondering if I really wanted to open my mouth and let the hurt pour from it so I could direct it at him, the one who I needed the most. But then those words came, raw and harsh as ever with contempt. “Go to hell, Hayden.” And I was out the door, gliding down those nine flights of stairs.

I remember making it out to the street, sloshing through the puddles and looking down either way as the rain pierced my skin, falling harder than before. The streets were busy that time of night, and even though I knew it was safer to be where all of the commotion was, I couldn't have cared less as to what was safe anymore. I wanted 
to show Hayden just how difficult I was going to make things for him from then on. This horrible side of me was just brewing and wanted to get out, it wanted to make itself known.

I let all of the negative feelings inside me fuel the stupidity that swept my mind as I jogged along the busy street, trying to find one of the darkest alleys nearby. I was nearing the end of the street where traffic slowed and turned the corner around the brick building to find the narrow alley. The moon lit only the top parts of the tall buildings and made the puddles in the pavement glisten along with the metal dumpsters.

I felt cold, heartless and, worst of all, alone. Alone, one of the worst feelings in the world.

I slammed my shoulder against the brick wall of the building, leaning on it to catch my breath as I tried to get air into my lungs. It seemed so much harder to work for the air now. My chest hurt, and my head was spinning. I recalled that pain in my chest and realized it was my heart that was aching. My eyes stung from the tears and rain. I wanted Hayden so badly at that moment, but hated him so much more. Even though I'd hoped he would be coming to my rescue at any time, I felt abandoned by him. I was too proud to run back to him, and if he wasn't there to stop me from going any further by the time I'd turned the corner, then I was going to ask for even more trouble.

The anger swept through me again and the pain subsided momentarily to let the better emotion take over. I knew what I could find if I was alone and vulnerable and I asked for it as I started walking into the dark. I tightened my jaw and clenched my fists, preparing for the danger I felt around me. I took only five steps before a pair of beady, yellow eyes met mine up ahead, only about twenty feet away. My body froze in fear, and I was hardly able to swallow the gulp stuck in my throat. I kept my eyes on my enemy. The silhouette of the creature was much like I remembered, but the darkness made it so much more difficult to see. I forced myself to push through the wall of fear that left me standing still and proceeded to walk toward it. As I got closer, I noticed the shape of this creature was slightly different than the Drone that attacked me. It was thinner, 
lighter in color, almost gray, and noticeably smaller in size, like that of a male human. Then, I knew what it was.

I narrowed my eyes as I studied it. It didn't crouch like the Drone or stand in defense with its wings spread. It only stood on its hind legs with its ugly eyes and dragon-like face, waiting for my approach. I felt less threatened by this creature for some reason, but the closer I got, the harder my heart beat. Despite the warning, something inside me begged for answers.

“You're waiting for her
, aren't you,” I asked. “Watcher?
”

Lowering its head, it opened its jaw and hissed at me. I wasn't quite sure if it was bowing to me, pleading with me or it was just a strange body movement the creatures did when they attempted to communicate.

“Well, you can take her back!” I yelled at it. The Watcher lifted its head and narrowed its eyes. “Do you understand me? You can have them all! If her crime is as bad as the rest of those freaks, then I'm done! They can stay with you and all your little family of minions for all I care! All of them!”

I saw more faces surface in the darkness then. Human faces. I knew they were the Seekers, the lost ones, probably trying to come and bug me to speed up the process and get to all of them, to save all of them. They disgusted me. I looked around at all of their sad expressions and felt absolutely no sympathy. I didn't even try to search for it this time; I knew it wasn't in me anymore.

“That's right, you freaks! You can all
 go to hell!” I slammed my fist against the dumpster, making the pound against the metal echo through the alley and disturbing the silent darkness. “Whatever hell you're in, you can all just stay there.”

The Watcher shrieked at me, but stayed at bay. It kneaded its claws into the gravel of the cracked pavement on which it was standing. The creature seemed roused and agitated, but excited. The Seekers dissipated then, leaving me alone once again. I reveled in the idea that it had been so simple to rid of them.

I averted my attention back to the Watcher again and walked nearer, keeping my eyes on it. If Hayden had begun to forsake me, 
what was left for me? At this point, what the hell did it matter anymore? As I got closer to it, it hissed, moving swiftly and gracefully like a spider, latching its body to the side of the building, keeping its head down and never breaking its intense stare. The Watcher was now above my head, only a foot from me as I looked up into its eyes. I could smell its hot breath as it breathed hisses from its throat, a musty scent. The yellow color of its eyes shined brightly, as radiant as a flame. I tried to see something. Anything.
 I knew it was wrong to look for answers from an accomplice of the enemy, but it was all I had left. I wondered what it was that was so important that it try to retrieve the Seeker back into its possession.

“What is it that you get for taking them back, huh?” I asked the creature. “What do you get out of it? Why does it have to be this way? Why doesn't Alysto just let them go like he's supposed to?” I looked deeper into the Watcher's eyes. Its pupils dilated to black and almost cleared the flame color away as it stared back. “What's in it for him, Watcher?” I whispered. “And what's in it for you?”

Then its mouth opened as if ready to speak, finally making an audible word I could not understand. “Te-ne-brae,” it said slowly, in a crackly male voice through its hisses.

I gasped and looked at him in amazement. “You speak?”

He widened his eyes and jerked his head as if he was startled. I could see the black leave his eyes, and the yellow color of flame reappeared. I involuntarily reached my hand to his face, so close to touching the hard, gray skin before he started backing away, climbing higher along the wall. Watching the creature scurry away from me made me panic, and desperation swept through me entirely as I reached up to beckon him back to me.

“Wait!” I called after him. “Don't g---” I was thrust forward after I felt a strong pressure over my chest and stomach. The wind was knocked out of me before I could let out a scream. I felt the wind in my face and my heart pound. My eyes widened as I looked at my dangling feet. I caught a quick glimpse of ivory, feathery wings flapping in my peripheral as the ground below escaped me.

“Seriously
, Evigreen! How can one little human be so much trouble?” 
Relief set in as I realized it was Luka's voice. “Lucky for you, I was available tonight.” He chuckled.

“Luka, what are you doing?” I asked frantically. “I wasn't in danger!”

“The hell you weren't,” he retorted.

He flew us higher, and as I looked down, I could see that we were nearing the roof of my apartment building. Once I realized we were that high, I started to feel extremely nauseous. Whether it was the height at which we were flying or just the memories of my First Death, I didn't know. As far as flying went, Luka wasn't as graceful with me as Hayden had been. Although, he was carrying me in a completely different way, so I made a conscious effort not to fault him for it that time.

Just before I was ready to warn him of my queasiness, Luka took us down to the roof of my building, and we landed gently on our feet. I regained my composure and felt the sickness abate. I also noticed the rain had let up quite a bit. He released me and tucked in his wings.

I looked around. It was only the two of us. “Luka, where's Hayden?”

“He's close. He's taking care of a Drone a few blocks from here. He caught it before it got to you. All I got was his call to come and get you. He said you were up to no good.” He raised an eyebrow at me. “I now see that that
 was an understatement. Do you mind explaining what it is you were doing with that Watcher?”

I looked away and huffed, reluctant to tell him what had been on my agenda. “I was trying to communicate with it.”

“Ha!” he guffawed. Luka gave me an unfavorable glower. “And why in the world would you do something like that?”

“I need answers,” I said.

“You are quite foolish to think that one of those
 entities is going to help you,
 Evika.” Luka gave me a scolding look.

I sighed and looked down, not sure how much I really wanted to explain. “I talked Hayden into letting me do my first save tonight. Everything went wrong.
”

He looked at me incredulously. “And, somehow, you miraculously got separated from your Guardian among the evils lurking on this dark, rainy night?” His tone was condescending, but I knew what he was trying to get at.

I rolled my eyes and blew air. Luka raised his brow, waiting for me to answer him. “Okay,” I said, “so I kinda stormed outof the apartment.”

“Hmm.” Luka nodded in satisfaction. “That's what I thought.”

Before the conversation could go any further, Hayden came bolting out of the sky above, landing safely on his feet while shoving the hydro-gun into his inside jacket pocket and closing his wings immediately. I looked at his jacket and saw four shred marks that went straight through the leather, the pocket hanging by a few threads.

Hayden walked over to me briskly, not a hair out of place. He gave me a disapproving look as he approached. “Do you see this?” he pointed at the rips in the leather. “This
 is what happens when you really
 start becoming a pain in my ass.”

I glared back at him. “Oh yeah, Hayden?” I huffed. “Well, you're starting to become a massively-insensitive prick
!”

“Evika, I'm sorry this all went wrong, but you need to stop doing this to me, storming out with fits of yours!” He started pacing, moving his head and arms around animatedly. “You can yell, pout, cry, hit something....hit me
 for all I care, but you can't go running out into the dark asking for trouble with these entities! You are a bonefide, loose cannon, and you need to start thinking before you react!”

“Oh, please
!” I scowled. “You know me well enough to expect a reaction. You could have stopped me at any time!”

“Jeez, Evika! You know, I have half a mind to just---”

“Just what
, Hayden?!” I roared. “Turn me in to the Council?” I blurted the words out and immediately regretted it after giving Luka a quick glance as I recalled the story about my father. He stood there perplexed. Even in my rage, I still thought of his feelings and how guilty he'd already felt over his last quarrel with Jack.

“Where is the line with you, huh?” Hayden shook his head 
disapprovingly. “I'll tell you now, there is not one rule that states a Soldier is only to have one
 Guardian. I can call in a whole damned squad
 if I have to,” he threatened. I grunted at him. “And, next time you want to throw a fit, you stay put instead of running around in the night causing havoc with the underworld. Got it?”

His tone with me got me heated all over again. “Wow
!” I gasped dramatically. “Now, there's
 the pep talk I needed. Thank you, asshole
!”

“Okay! Enough!” Luka yelled, stepping between me and Hayden, holding his hands up. “This needs to stop right now!”

“Couldn't agree more!” I yelled and folded my arms.

Ignoring Luka, Hayden walked around him to approach me once again. “Seriously, Evika! What goes on in your head?” I scowled at him for continuing the argument. “Is it some rite of passage for you to deliberately make things so difficult for the both of us?”

“Someone needs to tell me what's going on!” Luka demanded.

I felt my nostrils flare and my blood start to boil as I tightened my fists. “And what,
 may I ask, crawled up your ass and died today, Hayden? I didn't ask for this! If I have to see another murder like that, I am going to lose it! This is bullshit
!”

“Wait, what she is talking about?” Luka turned to Hayden.

Hayden threw his head back and blew out a long, deep breath. I did more than assume that he was holding his tongue in regards to what he wanted to say to me. He looked over at Luka. “It appears she can witness the Seeker's memories, the offenses that put them in the dark realm.”

“What?” Luka looked confused, and then a look of shock washed across his face.

“Offenses,” I guffawed maniacally at Hayden's use of the word. “That word is a bit light. Try acts of inhumanity. And how much would you bet that they are all just like hers
?”

“Evika,” Luka looked at me with concern, “after you saw these images, did you save her?”

“No,” I shook my head. “I panicked and just kept screaming for Hayden.” I closed my eyes and winced at the images flooding back to 
me before I continued. “The mist left my body and went back into the castor.”

Luka nodded. “Well, that explains the Watcher still hanging around,” he said, unsurprised. He looked over at Hayden with a determined expression. “Have you even told her yet?”

“Told me what?” I jumped at Luka's inquiry.

Hayden narrowed his eyes as he looked at Luka, who sighed and shook his head. “Hayden, she needs to know the dangers. ALL
 of them.”

“She knows that once she has made the initial contact with the Seeker, they must be saved. That's the rule, plain and simple.” Hayden answered and then looked at me. “And she will abide
 by that rule,” he added. I glared at him.

“Right,” Luka looked at Hayden grimly, “but did you explain why?
”

“Luka, she doesn't need us to create more alarms. It's hard enough on her as it is, especially after what just happened tonight.” Hayden seemed irritated now. “She's been safe all these years. What's the point in worrying her now?”

“Oh, for crying out loud, I am right here
!” I was frustrated. “Will one of you please just tell me what you're talking about? The cat's halfway out of the bag now, so just spit it out already.”

Hayden glanced over at me and balked before saying anything; I could sense his reluctance. He finally answered. “Fine,” he threw his hands in the air and started pacing. “Maybe this will knock some sense into you.”

I rolled my eyes, folded my arms, turned to Luka. “See what he does to me? And he wonders why I get all bent out of shape.” I turned to Hayden again. “I wish you would stop being so damned cryptic and just tell me what the hell it is I need to know!”

“Evika,” Luka pulled my attention to him, “the reason the Watcher is there while you conduct the save is because it has the ability to take back the Seeker. In fact, it has two chances. If you let the spirit mist form completely once you open the castor, the Seeker can be captured. That is just a nuisance and not really the perilous 
part. The more critical part we have to worry about is after you make that first contact with them. After you breathe in the mist, there is no turning back. The Seeker must be saved.”

I stood, waiting for him to identify the actual problem this created. “Okay, I get that part now. The Seeker has to be saved within twenty-four hours. That's the rule.” I was tired of waiting for the punch line. “What happens when the rule doesn't
 get followed? Because that's the part I'm aiming for.” I was thankful that Luka was there finally to put some fire under Hayden in order to get him to tell me something I should have already been told. I could see him pacing in the corner of my eye as Luka continued.

“Before your father turned the castors over to Hayden, he'd conducted one last save. However, he recognized the Seeker after the initial contact and decided not to do the save. This happened while I wasn't present.”

“So where were
 you?” I asked Luka.

His head lowered. “I never should have left him alone. It was the night I'd gone to the Council. I thought he was sleeping. I think he knew my intentions and opened that last castor just to spite me after I left. By the time Hayden came to collect the four castors, the time was already up and the Watcher had already taken the Seeker back.” Luka lifted his head to look at me. “Little did we know, your father created something terrible.” Luka looked at Hayden, who was ready to finish the story.

“Ev,” Hayden walked up to me slowly, studying my eyes, “do you remember after we went to the bank, we spoke about your father giving you his spirit earlier than he should have had to?”

I nodded. “You said something was already after me.” I pursed my lips as I remembered how angry I'd been. “Then you dropped
 the subject.”

He sighed, ignoring my blatant comment. “That something
 is called a Phantom. Your father inadvertently created this new entity when he didn't save the last Seeker. A Phantom has never existed before your father broke that rule. The Watcher was able to recapture the Seeker's spirit and manifest as a new entity.” His stare into my 
eyes intensified. “If the Seeker is not saved, the Watcher can recapture them and merge itself with the spirit, becoming something dark and menacing. The Phantom is the first of its kind.”

I closed my eyes and tightened my jaw, trying to clear my mind in order to focus on the right questions I wanted answered. “And where is it now?” I asked.

Hayden looked at me solemnly and sighed. “Hunting,” he admitted.

I narrowed my eyes at him, wondering if I even wanted to ask, but I had to. “Hunting what
, Hayden?” Hayden and Luka gave each other a look of concern, and I glanced between the two of them, taking in what the meaning of their silence meant. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.” I threw my arms in the air and my head back. “Me? It's hunting me?”

Hayden shook his head. “Evika, it's not something you need to worry about. Every Guardian is well aware of the danger, and the Council set orders that we heed in order to keep you safe. Precautionary measures have been taken and have been followed since the very day we found out about the Phantom. I don't want you to worry about---”

“What measures,
 exactly?
” I interrupted, slightly panicked. “Why does this thing want me?”

“Jack gave you his spirit, so you are no longer a Half-life,” Hayden explained. “He did this in order to keep you from the dangers of the new entity.”

“But I thought that was to save me from Alysto's hands,” I inquired.

“Yes, but you would have been safe from him until you Crossed.” His eyes narrowed before he spoke again. “Jack saw the things that the Phantom is capable of. He said he had visions of the Phantom becoming strong enough that it will eventually be able to possess things.”

“Possession. As in exorcism crap?” This was unbelievable to me.

Discontentment showed in his eyes. “Yes.”

I was more irritated than I was scared. I'd had enough of this new 
life already. “And what does that have to do with me? Why would it want me
?” That was the real question I needed an answer to.

Hayden sighed. “Because you are a vessel for it to get to the others.”

“The others. You mean the Seekers?”

Hayden nodded.

“Is this Alysto's doing?” I asked.

“We don't know,” Luka said. “From what we do know, the Phantom can cross between each realm freely and isn't under the power of Alysto anymore. It's not something he can control.”

I glanced at Hayden's expression and saw a softer look on his face. His guard was down and I hoped, with all I had in me, that he would answer me true. “What else are you keeping from me?” I asked him.

Hayden's head shot up quickly to meet my eyes, then sank again. “You know all that you need to know, Evika.”

“That's not what I asked you, Hayden,” I snapped at him. “What else are you keeping from me?
”

Hayden finally met and kept his eyes with mine. “Nothing.”

It only partly pacified my distrust in him. In my heart, I knew he had only been omitting certain things for my own good. I wanted to believe that, but that other part of me knew there was more, and it frustrated the hell out of me.

“Hayden,” Luka broke the silence, “why don't you go back inside and get cleaned up? I'll take her out for a while.”

Hayden nodded to Luka as he opened the metal door. I watched him stand there thinking for a few seconds until he turned to look at me. “Will you, at the very least, humor me and put on a jacket before you go out?” There was something more in that question when he asked it. His eyes looked apologetic and defeated. And even after the night's events, I could see he still cared so deeply about my well-being.

I looked down at my soaked clothes. I'd run out in jeans and a t-shirt, and it seemed like they were stuck to me, indefinitely. My wet hair hung heavy, some pieces dangling in my face. I looked at the angel and nodded. “Okay,” I said softly
.

“I'll meet you downstairs,” Luka said to me.

“I'll be down in a few, Luka,” I said as I followed Hayden into the building.

Hayden opened my apartment door while I stood in the hall. He was back in a flash with my army jacket, holding it open for me to slide into. “When you get back, we really need to talk,” he said solemnly.

I didn't feel threatened by his tone, even though it sounded like something a parent would say to a child whom they were about to scold. “Yeah,” I said as I slid into my jacket. “I know.”

“I'll wait up,” he promised.

As I walked over to the elevator, I hit the “down” arrow and turned to him. “Wouldn't expect anything less from you,” I said with a half-smile. I watched him in the doorway until the elevator doors closed. He still hadn't taken that ruined leather off, and I started to wonder if he'd ever part with it.
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Perspective









A

s promised, Luka greeted me at the main door, holding his arm out for me to hold as we walked down the street. We found ourselves walking the four blocks to Maury's. It was busy, which was a good thing since I'd figured we'd have quite a bit to talk about and would need the noise to drown out the conversation. We plopped ourselves in a nice, quiet end of the bar counter.

“So, Evigreen, you up for a Guinness?”

I smiled at him. “I'm up for a keg
 of Guinness.”

“Yikes! No can do, Soldier. I have someone to answer to if I bring you home that
 toasted.”

“Luka, I can handle Hayden. He owes me anyway.”

“Owes you, huh?” Luka chortled. He ordered us two drafts of Guinness.

“Yeah. Waltzing into my life, demanding that I change my lifestyle right after unloading this new destiny crap on me. I think I deserve a little slack here. An inch or ten
, ya know what I mean?” I took a swig of my beer.

“You know, Evika,” Luka leaned into me, “when I told you that you are the reason for Hayden's existence now, I meant that in the most serious and literal way possible. For him, everything is about 
you
. Even when you think things don't seem to work out in your favor, Hayden always has your well-being in mind. And for that matter, so do I.”

I thought for a moment before answering. “I know in my heart that he cares about me...more than I deserve, but this other part of me feels as if he's here just to challenge me.”

Luka chuckled. “And you see that as a problem?”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “Why do I need any more challenge than I have already? I save dead people. I see their sins. I see demonic monsters lurking around the neighborhood, and I now have to worry about some Phantom thing that has been hunting me almost my entire life.”

He wrinkled his nose. “That all does sound sort of morbid, doesn't it?”

I sighed. “Why does this have to be so hard for me?”

Luka thought for a moment. “Maybe you're being tested.”

“By who? Hayden?”

“No,” he shook his head. “Not Hayden.”

I wondered, then the realization hit me. “You mean God,” I declared.

He smirked. “Yep.” I looked at him, hoping he'd have more to add to that comment. He didn't disappoint. “There are no mistakes, Evigreen. You're meant for this life, and that gift you possess, I'm sorry to say, is meant for you. There's always a reason.”

“But why, Luka? Haven't I been tested enough already?” I felt the prickling in my eyes and my throat start to close. “I feel like I'm about to break into a million pieces because I....I don't think I'll be able to hold myself together through all of this.” I looked down at the floor, recalling the images of the first Seeker once again. It hurt to even know what she'd done, let alone see it and live through it in that flash of time. “Luka, I don't feel any sympathy at all for that Seeker, yet I have to wake up tomorrow morning and save her and let her move on to a better place after what she did.” I lifted my head to catch his solemn eyes looking at me
.

He took my hands in his. “Evika, could you try something for me?” he asked.

I looked at him curiously. “What?” I shrugged.

“Try a new perspective,” he said simply.

“A new perspective,” I repeated. “What do you mean?”

“I mean just that, try to see this from another angle. As far as the Phantom goes, Hayden and I have you covered. Well,” he thought for a moment, “the entire Council even has you covered. Trust me, you are safe. And as for the Seekers, all of them are placed in the dark realm for a reason and, apparently, you are able to see what those reasons are, but they aren't able to come to you until they've repented enough. That's how this works. They remain in the dark realm until it is their time to move on. When they come out of that darkness, they seek light. For them, it's like awakening from a nightmare, the agony of the punishment they are put through. The Seekers have an unspoken rule about the 'next in line.' Most of them have waited even longer than they were supposed to, especially after your father was ordered to stop his mission.” Luka studied me for a moment. I became aware that my expression was blank as I listened to him. I was trying hard to understand.

“Evika,” Luka sighed, “my point here is this; you are seeing only their past, the evil, the wrong-doings. You and I, and of course, Hayden, each know that you have an uncanny ability to see a good in people even when others do not. These souls wouldn't be able to come to you to move on unless they've found the light within them. Somehow, someway, you need to try and find the strength within you to see it too.”

I contemplated about his theory, his suggestion to my perceiving this curse from a completely different angle. I was quiet for a long time, as I really tried to see it his way. I wanted to, because if I didn't, my life was going to be a wreck until it was over. I knew it wasn't going to be that simple though. Like everything else, it was going to be a massive challenge. We sat there, comfortably quiet, exchanging smiles as we took sips of our beers.

“Hey Luka,” I asked him. “What does tenebrae
 mean?
”

He looked at me curiously. “It's Latin for 'darkness.' Why?” I looked at him as I thought of the creature hissing the word to me. I was afraid to tell him, but of course, he knew. His brow wrinkled as I didn't answer. “Oh, for the love of---” he cut himself off and leaned into me. “It spoke to you, didn't it?”

I nodded slowly.

“Did you see its eyes?” he inquired, nervously.

“Yes.”

“And what did you see?”

“I don't know, just flame, like a fire. And then they went almost black for a quick second right before you showed up. Why?”

“Dammit, Evika. You can't do that ever again. Do you understand?” He sounded irritated.

“Okay, I'm sorry,” I said defensively. “What did I do wrong?”

“The Watchers are like Alysto's eyes when he's not around. You can't open yourself up to them like that. It's imperative that you heed my advice.”

“All right. I just...,” I trailed off, frustrated. “I don't know all of these rules, Luka. Hayden doesn't explain this stuff to me.”

“It's because he's only trying to protect you.”

“From what? Knowledge of the underworld?
 It's doing more harm than good.”

“He's trying to keep this as normal of a life as possible for you.”

I rolled my eyes. “A little late for that now, isn't it?” I said pointedly.

Luka sighed. “I know.”

“Did it ever occur to him that these little tidbits of information would be helpful for me to know?” I asked.

“Yeah, but I don't think he was ever expecting you to go running off, trying to talk with little demons, Evika,” he said playfully as he nudged me in the arm. “You kinda pulled a fast one him tonight, so he's going to have a tight leash on you from now on. You know that, right?”

“Doesn't surprise me one bit,” I said.

Luka took a gulp of his beer, then studied me. “So, why were you 
really out there tonight?” It was the inevitable question I knew I would have to answer.

“Hayden got his panties in a bunch over something I said to him,” I admitted.

“Well, what the hell did you say?” he asked, eyebrows raised.

“Just that he couldn't possibly know what I was feeling because he didn't see what I saw when I was with that Seeker.”

“Oh,” he put his beer down and turned to me in his stool. “Do you mind my asking what you witnessed?”

The images flooded back again. Sylvia's face, the face of her children and their little bodies. “A woman murdered her two children....and then killed herself right after.” My voice was barely a whisper.

Luka grimaced. Concern hit his expression. I knew he knew something. “I see,” he said. “I'm guessing he never got a chance to tell you why that bothered him so much, what you said to him?”

“No. He never tried.” I shrugged. “Not like I gave him much of a chance anyway when I ran off like I did. The last thing I told him was to go to hell.”

Luka sucked air through his teeth. “Oh, Evika. Ouch
.”

I looked shamefully at the bar counter as I thought about the words I spoke to Hayden. Some of the things that escaped my mouth were just awful sometimes. “I was really upset about everything, but that's no excuse for what I said.”

Luka took a deep breath. “It's not really my place to tell you his story, but I know that if you ask him, he will tell you about his trial.”

I looked at him inquisitively. “Hayden took a trial? Like you?”

“Not exactly,” he said solemnly. “It was more of a forced trial. It was right before you were born,” Luka explained. “Just mention it to him the next time you guys talk if he doesn't say something first. I believe that would explain why he was so hurt by what you said.”

As much as I wanted to know the story then, I respected Luka for his censoring Hayden's past. I took note that Luka and I had really been getting a lot accomplished in talking and, just as I felt the very 
first day I met him, I was more prone to listening to him and heeding what he said.

“So, why Hayden?” I asked. Luka looked bewildered. “For me, I mean. Why wasn't it you?”

“As your Guardian?” he asked me. I nodded. Luka smirked. “Hayden was undoubtedly meant for you, Evika. Especially for this gig. As for me,” he sighed, “looks like I'm the unofficial back-up along with being some sort of mediator.” He laughed.

I smiled at him and giggled. “Lucky you, huh?”

“Lucky me,” he bobbed his head and grinned. “Besides, whether you want to admit it or not, I know that you're crazy about him.” He chuckled.

“What?” I was appalled.

He laughed heartily. “Oh, come on, Evigreen. I wasn't created yesterday,” he teased. “I can see it.”

I shook my head, embarrassed, but I couldn't hide my smile. “Crazy about him? More like he drives
 me crazy.”

“Ah,” Luka nudged me, “but a good
 crazy.” I rolled my eyes and downed the rest of my beer. I looked over at him and laughed. He was still grinning. “I know what I'm talking about.”

“Maybe,” I humored him.

“Definitely,” he corrected me. “Just admit it,” he taunted.

I looked at my empty beer bottle and wished I could have ordered a night cap. I really knew I could have used one. Then, a thought occurred to me. “Okay, Luka.” I smiled deviously. “If I admit it, out loud,
 that I have a thing for Hayden, then I get one more drink tonight.”

“Hmm.” He looked at me incredulously. “You're trying to weasel me into that? You know it's gonna get me into serious trouble.”

“Ah, come on. Consider it my last hoorah before Hayden tightens the leash.
” I made air quotes around that last part.

Luka raised one eyebrow and leaned into me. “What's the drink of choice then?”

I smiled at him, then raised my hand to the bartender and shouted, “Sir, could we get two double
 shots of Jager over here?
”

Luka's eyes widened. “That's
 your drink of choice?” he sounded frightened.

“Relax, Charmin,” I patted his knee. “One of 'em is yours.”

A look of worry plastered across Luka's face as the bartender clanked our shots down onto the counter in front of us. “Ooo, Evigreen. Letting you drink like this will put me straight to the top of Hayden's shit list,” he warned me.

I smirked at him as I took my glass in hand. “You ready?”

His expression slowly turned to one of confidence as he sat up straight, and a puckish grin grew on his face. “All right, then,” he said mischievously. I started to wonder why his self-assuredness in this bet formed so quickly after just seeing him grow weary of it, but we clanked our glasses together and downed the shots in no time flat. Memories of my birthday flashed through my mind, and I shoved them away. The empty glasses were back on the counter simultaneously and we looked at each other for a moment.

“Okay,” I said, “I admit that I'm crazy about---”

“Not so fast,” Luka put his hand up and grinned widely.

“Luka, what are you doing? I'm holding up my end of the bargain.”

He wagged his eyebrows at me. “Why not make this a little more interesting?”

My stomach sank. “No way. You can't just change the stakes like that.”

“Technically, I'm not changing anything. We weren't really being that specific before we made the bet, Miss Two-double-shots-of-Jager,” he jeered.

“Okay, okay. What do you want?” I could feel the alcohol stirring in my stomach.

He grinned wickedly. “I
 already know you're falling for Hayden, so admitting it out loud to me
 is simply redundant, don't you think?”

I felt the look of dread wash over my face. “Luka, you can't do that to me,” I begged.

He laughed. “All you have to do is tell Hayden what you were about to tell me. That's all.
”

“That's all, huh?” I tried to act nonchalant about it, but inside, I wanted to die.

“That's all,” he confirmed.

“What's in it for you?” I poked as I folded my arms.

“Other than teaching you a lesson for bamboozling me into letting you drink more? Nothing.” He chuckled.

“So how will you know if I told him or not?”

“Oh believe me,” he winked. “I'll know.”

I couldn't elude the effects of the alcohol at that point and figured it would be a good time to go. I'd hoped that I had enough in me that I could brave up and just tell Hayden two of the things that I knew I would have to tell him before I even thought about going to bed. One, I was going to sincerely apologize for the things I'd said to him and for running off. I felt myself cower as I thought about having to say I was sorry. It just wasn't something I liked doing: admitting I was wrong.

And two, I had to hold up my end of the bargain and tell him I was crazy about him. I felt buzzed enough that it sounded like a piece of cake, and I hoped that buzz would last until after I got home and through the door.

Luka paid the tab, and we headed out of the bar. As soon as I stood, I realized I couldn't very well. Luka was swift on his feet and came to my side before I even started wobbling.

“What, are you a lightweight now?” he poked.

I held onto him as we walked, then stopped in mid-step to ask him. “Luka, can I have a piggy-back ride? Please?
” I batted my lashes.

“Just as long as you promise to act sober once I get you back home,” he said playfully, shaking his head. “Jeez, Evika, he's going to kill me.”

“I'll protect you, Charmin.” I laughed as I hopped on his back while his arms locked under my legs. Just like Hayden, Luka was unshakable when he carried me. As he walked, I closed my eyes and laid my head against his neck, listening to the sounds of the cars and people around us. I felt safe and happy and noticed it was a huge change from what I'd felt hours ago. Despite those last shots 
really kicking in, I focused on the turn of events that took place that night.

We were waiting at one of the crosswalks when Luka turned his head to me. “You okay back there?”

“Yup,” I said. “Just thinking.”

“Well, don't think too hard. I need you awake when we get there.” He laughed.

I was afraid to say the thought I had out loud, but I managed to blurt it out anyway. “Luka, what if I'm just as dark inside as he is?”

Luka started crossing the street and balked for a moment, confused. “Who?”

“Alysto,” I said softly.

“Now, why would you think something asinine like that, Evigreen?”

I was quiet for a moment before giving my answer, hesitating on how to explain my reasoning. “Because of how I feel about that Seeker.”

A genuine smile grew on his face when he turned his head to the side again. “Fear not, my Evigreen.” He patted my leg. “You are nothing like him. I promise you this. Nothing dark, only human.”

He really believed every bit of what he told me, and I was grateful for his sincerity, but a fear instilled within me; maybe I was the only one who knew something was wrong with me
. A new door had been opened that night, one that would pave the way of a new and perilous road for me. I could have sat there until I was blue in the face and argued with Luka that I felt it, but he would have only disagreed and said I was being foolish. What was this bad feeling festering inside of me? A strong loathing for only one woman, what was this darkness that ignited within? A tiny flame of hate that could build into an ominous blanket of terrifying wrath if I couldn't control it? I needed to find that good within me that I always had. I was horrified that if I let go of myself, I would lose the better part of me entirely.

Luka let me ride piggy-back all the way to the elevator and then put me down as we took it up to my floor. I leaned on him the entire ride up
.

“Well, Ev,” Luka started, “this was a lot of fun, you and me, tonight, but I kinda have to start being a better role model for you since I'm going to be around more often now. So next time, we'll go bowling or something, okay?” He smiled sincerely.

I laughed lightly at how adorable he sounded. “Bowling sounds great, Lukster.” I kissed his cheek. “Hey, I was wondering,” I said. “Could you maybe come back in the morning when I have to, you know, do the save?”

He bobbed his head. “I'll be there.”

I beamed at his loyalty.

The elevator reached my floor and the doors opened. “G'night, Luka,” I said as I headed out into the hall.

“Hey, Evika?” I heard the elevator door jam and turned to see Luka's foot holding it open. I looked up at him curiously to see his solemn expression. “You don't really
 have to tell him if you don't want to. I'll understand.”

I thought about what he said for a moment, my ticket to getting out of thing-number-two that I would have to tell Hayden, but I realized the bet was only a catalyst to get me to do what I'd wanted to do all along. I grinned at Luka. “Actually, I think I do,” I told him.

He smirked back at me and pulled his foot in, letting the doors close, and I headed down the hall to my door.

As I fumbled for my keys, all I could think of was Hayden waiting up for me, ready to nag at me for my behavior, not to mention the drinking I'd done that night. As I walked into the dark apartment, I saw only Hayden's silhouette from the light of the window. I breathed in deeply as I stumbled in and closed the door behind me as I waited for his lecturing to start. I waited for him to repeat to me that I was a big pain in his ass, but, to my surprise, he was silent. To me, that meant something worse.

I could see him turn and face me with his arms folded. I rolled my eyes and immediately became defensive. “Well, you obviously have something to say to me,” I said unenthusiastically. “So, just say it.”

“Evika,” his voice sounded so small, “I'm sorry for what I said to you before you ran off tonight.” I was confused as I listened to him. “
I'm sure that, had I handled the situation differently, you never would have darted out of here. I was just really upset over what happened when you came back to me,” he continued. “I was upset that you saw those things,” he paused for a moment, “and I was hurt when you thought I couldn't relate to how you felt because I've seen what people have done too.” His arms dropped to his sides and he took a few steps toward me. “Evika, I'm truly sorry that I snapped at you like that, especially when it was when you needed me the most. It was wrong.”

My defenses dissipated and a warmth started coming back to me. I gazed into those emerald eyes and found my angel again, the strong, caring, masculine icon of that hope I needed to get me to breathe again. I felt the prickling in my eyes forcing me to relent to those tears. It was all he had to say in order to redeem himself as my hero. I wanted to run over to him and hold him tight, but my body wouldn't move. I stood, rigid, by the door as I'd finally felt that cold in my heart wash away and my true self start to recapture me. “Hayden,” I whispered, “I'm so scared.”

It was less than a second before he embraced me, holding me inside his arms where I felt safe again. I felt safe from the rest of the world, and even safe enough to cry all over again. I threw my arms around his waist and buried my face into his t-shirt, inhaling him with each deep breath I took between tears. I could feel his enfold around me tighten as if something was going to rip me away from him. And it was then that I knew; he already knew how I felt.
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Middle of the Night









T

he room was quiet and still dark when I opened my eyes. I immediately felt the pounding in my head, the throbbing that could have only been a result of that damned alcohol. Luka was right; I was
 becoming a lightweight. Normally, I could have had twice, perhaps three times that amount without feeling the effects that badly. Times were obviously changing, and so was I.

I groaned and lifted my hands to my head to massage my scalp, realizing I was lying in my bed. I looked around, trying to open my eyes enough to see Hayden walking over to me with a glass of water.

“Hey,” he whispered with a small smile.

“Hey,” I said as I tried to sit up.

He sat down on the bed next to me. “I take it you have a headache, huh?” He handed me the glass of water and held out his hand to me with two aspirin.

I winced at the instant throb of pain above my right eye. “I deserve it.”

He laughed lightly. “Aw, quit being so hard-bitten. I know you want it to go away,” he teased.

“Of course I do.” I took the aspirin and a gulp of water. “Doesn't mean I don't deserve it.
”

“Come here,” he nodded to the pillows. “Lie down with me.” He moved behind me on the bed and pulled me down to lie with him, cradling my head in his arm and brushing the hair from my face. Just his stroking my hair put me into a peaceful trance. He laced his fingers carefully through my hair and pressed on my scalp, and I soon felt the painful pounding go away.

I closed my eyes and breathed deeply as the relief set in. “I forgot you could do that.”

“It comes in handy,” he said smugly. Even though the pain was gone, he continued lacing his fingers through my hair.

“What time is it?” I asked, not bothering to open my eyes to look at the clock on the nightstand.

“Two in the morning.”

“Ugh. What happened? I didn't even know I fell asleep.”

“Well, you sort of passed out on me pretty quickly after getting home. Rough night?” he taunted.

“Ha. Ha,” I said sardonically. He chuckled.

I was happy to be back in his arms again, and I knew my body needed to get back to the slumber for which it ached, but the moment was too priceless for me to waste. My eyes were still closed as I blew a “raspberry” with my lips, making Hayden laugh and vibrate the bed.

“What was that
 for?” he asked, still laughing.

“I'm trying to stay awake, but you're making it impossible with your whole touching and caressing thing,” I teased.

“Oh,” he said. “Sorry, it's kind of a habit now, playing with your hair. Does it bother you?” He stopped fiddling. As soon as he stopped, I became more alert, so I took the opportunity to turn around and face him. I flipped in the bed, nestling in his arm.

“No,” I said while grabbing his free hand and placing it in my hair again. “I never said that.”

He grinned at me. “I didn't think so.” His fingers gently pushed my hair back behind my shoulder, then traced the skin of my neck where my cut was. I focused on those beautiful eyes as he studied the scar. “You are one, tough cookie, you know that?
”

I giggled. “Well, we sure can't say the same for your jacket.” We both laughed.

“Yeah, about that,” he cocked his brow, “I think you owe me a new leather.”

“Hmm.” I narrowed my eyes playfully. “We'll put a pin in that subject.”

“No pin, Pony-girl,” he declared. “You're buyin' me a new one.”

I laughed at the hilarity of the subject; my Guardian angel and I were arguing over whether or not he would get a new leather jacket after a demonic creature tried slicing him in half. Then realization really
 kicked in; my angel had been out there in the night fighting off this evil thing that was twice his size, and he could have been completely destroyed because of me
, and we were lying there laughing?

“Hayden,” a seriousness filled my blood and I looked at him with concern, “it didn't hurt you, did it?”

“Please,” he guffawed. “Hurt me
? Come on.” He winked at me.

I felt a little better when he regarded his face-off with the Drone as nothing, but our use of the word “hurt” was getting to me as I thought of what did
 hurt him that night. Another pain ran through me as I remembered what I'd said to Hayden earlier. He looked at me curiously, as I'm sure the guilt was plastered all over my face.

“Hayden, about what I said to you...I'm really sor---”

“Evika,” he shook his head, “don't.”

“But I am
 sorry,” I confessed.

He smiled solemnly. “I know you are.” He shrugged. “Just let it go.”

I sighed and searched his eyes for the right words to say to him. I wanted to know his story, the past about which he hadn't told me yet. The reason why what I said really
 got to him so much.

The corner of his mouth started curving up as he studied me. “There's that face again,” he said.

“What face?” I was oblivious.

“The I-need-to-ask-you-something face,” he answered
.

I sighed, reluctant for a moment. “Luka told me that you were forced to take a trial before I was born.”

His expression was unchanged. “He did, did he?”

I nodded. “But that was all he told me. He said I should ask you and that maybe it would help me understand why you got so upset by what I said.”

He turned to lie on his back. I maneuvered to lay my head onto his chest, facing him, and waited for a response. “Evika, I don't really think I should talk about it.” His words shocked me.

“So, you don't trust me?” I immediately became defensive. “Is that it?”

“No,” his face showed worry as he put his arm around me, “that's not it at all. I just...” he paused and gave me a sad look. “It doesn't show me in the best light.”

I was taken aback by his reasoning. I wondered what he could have possibly meant by what he said, that it “didn't show him in the best light.” I offered one simple phrase to him that I'd hoped would set him at ease, whether he decided to tell me his story or not.

“Hayden, whatever happened in the past doesn't determine who you are to me.” I leaned up and kissed his cheek. “Just so you know.”

He looked at me, and I could see admiration in his eyes. I smiled as I turned and placed my back against him, pulling his arm around me to get him to roll to his side. I loved when his body contoured with mine, and by turning away and dropping the subject, I'd hoped he knew that I wasn't going to push him any further. It was obviously a subject about which he was sensitive and I already felt bad enough about the events I'd put him through just in that one night.

I stared at the shadows on the wall from the light of the window, feeling my eyes getting heavier and wondering if I should make good on the bet I made with Luka, but Hayden broke the silence before I had the chance.

“She was only four years old when he took her,” he said quietly.

My eyes flipped open. “Huh?”

He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, as if still determining whether he wanted to continue the subject. “Her name was Lily. She 
was riding her new tricycle when he kidnapped her off the sidewalk. He shoved her into the back of his van and drove off---” he paused abruptly, as if to recall something. Whatever it was disgusted him to no end. The corners of his mouth lowered, and his eyes closed tightly. I realized the pivotal moment when he started to cry and braced myself for what he would say next.

“He drove back to his farm about forty-five minutes away and when he went into the back to get her out, she was covered in her own puke and urine.” My hand went to my mouth. “She was so scared,” he whispered, his voice broken up. “He yanked her out by her tiny arm, pulling it so hard he dislocated it.”

He spoke through his teeth now. “He dragged her to his shed while she cried and cried and he beat the piss out of her for ruining the back of his van.” Both hands were now to my mouth, but I'd wished I could have held them over my ears. I started to feel sick as Hayden continued the story. “He bound her little wrists up with blue nylon rope and tied her to one of the beams inside the shed....and then he...”

Hayden hesitated, taking in a deep breath. I knew what he was going to say and the thought of it made me sick. Even though I wanted him to stop, I couldn't find my voice. I watched him bring his hands to his face as he took two more controlled breaths before speaking again. “He took her innocence right there,” he muttered.

“And he just....kept....going. She kept crying, and he just kept going.” My eyes closed, squeezing the tears out. I had to remember to breathe and found it almost impossible. I wanted the story to end. I didn't want to hear the rest. “His vigor didn't stop, and when he was finally done, she'd already lost so much blood there was hardly any life left in her. He finished her off by strangling her with the rest of the rope. Then he dug a deep hole behind the shed to put her body.”

Hayden sat up quickly in the bed, holding his hands to his face. I sat up with him, laid my head against his back, and held him. For the first time, I'd witnessed my angel crying, which was, in itself, an agony I could hardly bare. I wished I had the ability to make his pain vanish. All I could do was cry with him
.

“You were unable to guard her from her death.” I choked it out so he would know that I understood.

He shook his head and looked over at me with those sparkling emeralds. An unimaginable sadness filled them along with a shame that I didn't see before. “Hers wasn't the life I was guarding.”

My bottom jaw dropped. “Oh, my God,” I breathed out in shock. A powerful wave of sickness rushed through me. “You had his.”

He looked at me with such an intensity. “Calvin Whitley,” he said with disgust in his voice. His expression contained so much hurt and anger, a fine balance of both, as he flexed his jaw.

“Hayden,” I whispered, “wh-what happened to you?” I tried to quiet my crying.

Hayden stood and slowly walked over to the window. He stared out, as if he was watching everything all over again. “I took on my flesh form, and I beat the living shit out of him.” My breath hitched after hearing his words as I instantly thought of the rule that had been broken. “I dragged him to the place he buried her and tied him up to the tree. I just sat on his back porch and watched him until he regained consciousness. When he woke up, I untied him and slammed his face into the loose dirt that covered her grave.” He clenched his fists and leaned against the wall as his tears started falling again. “I knew he had handguns in the house. I knew everything about him. I forced the nine-millimeter into his hand and made him hold it to his head.” My hands went to my mouth again. “He was scared out of his mind,” he looked at me, “I didn't want his life in my hands anymore, Evika. I wanted him to die. I told him that I saw everything he did and told him to pull the trigger.” He hung his head, reluctant to tell me the rest, turning to the window again. I waited patiently, giving him time to finish. “Something snapped in me that day. It was like the filter was gone, and I could see and feel everything in this whole, new way and it was just ominous and full of despair. I'd guarded lives of some horrible people in all my years, rapists, even serial killers, but this one act...this heinous, vile and insufferable undertaking of that young, innocent life was what stripped me of any faith I had in mankind. He deserved the hell that was coming to him, 
and I wanted to be the one who sent him there quicker.” He turned to me with the intensity in his eyes once again. I could see that he'd tried to force the tears to keep at bay. “He kept shaking when I screamed at him to do it, begging for me to let him go, begging for his life. I got so angry with him that I grabbed the gun, steadying the barrel between his eyes.” Hayden looked away.

Although my head was spinning, it became clear to me that, between what Hayden witnessed and what I'd seen from only one Seeker's past, humanity had been lost by so many beings and it was only the tip of the iceberg. Hayden had been a Guardian for hundreds of lives and had been in the thick of every, waking moment with those lives. He even had to guard the lives of those who never even deserved life at all. I gulped, afraid to ask. “Hayden, did you kill him?” I whispered. My heart pounded as I waited for his answer.

His sad eyes met mine again. “No,” he said softly. “As close as I was, I didn't.” His head went down again, burning a hole through the floor with his eyes. “I'm not a killer, Evika. As much as I wanted to pull that trigger, something stopped me from doing it.” Relief took over me, knowing that he hadn't committed murder. Part of me wanted to hear that the bastard was dead, but the better part of me wanted my angel to remain innocent and without someone's blood on his hands, despite the vengeful justice he would have provided for Lily.

I slid off the bed and hugged him tightly. I felt his arms wrap around me as he lowered his head into the crook of my neck. I felt the wet from his tears and the heat of his breath on my skin as I caressed his hair lightly. “Hayden, I'm so sorry.”

For the first time since meeting him, I'd
 felt like the strong one. Though only for just those few seconds, holding him and comforting him felt good to me. I was able to give him something back to show him that I could be there for him too, just as he had always been for me.

I wiped my tears and lifted Hayden's head to look at him. A tiny stream came from each of his eyes, and I was drawn to clearing the 
drops from his cheeks with my thumbs. I then pulled him to the bed to sit down next to me. He looked at me solemnly to finish his story.

“Even though I was heading to turn myself in, the Council already knew about the incident through Lily's Guardian, Sarah. I never blamed her, of course. I knew she was doing the right thing and for my sake. She was afraid that if I'd snapped under the guarding mission and went too far, I'd be exiled.”

“Exiled?” I inquired.

“If the charge is great enough, the Council forcibly breaks an angel's wings and makes him live as a human for the remainder of his life. Instead, the Council charged me with 'meddling with free will', and I was to remain in a limited trial for a year in order to recondition. It's a process through which we brainwash ourselves with all of the rules again, an extremely tedious, mind-numbing process. It wasn't part of the reconditioning, but I stayed at the House of Council for that entire year, never interacting with any human. It wasn't until I met your father through Lavinia that I finally stepped out of my self-containment. Jack and I were well acquainted by the time you were born,” he sighed, “and the rest is history that you already know.”

I sat there next to him, thinking of how many lives he'd guarded throughout his existence, of the many things he'd seen and had no control over, of the horrid acts of inhumanity that I could never fathom.

To hear Hayden tell that story and to see the hurt it still caused him sent an unbearable pain firing through me, worse than I'd ever felt before in my entire life. My heart swelled, and I felt like nothing I could do would save him from reliving that moment as he told it to me. I only had my words to comfort him, and I was quiet until I thought of the very words I wanted him to hear from me.

I reached over to hold his hands in mine. “You may not have a heart that beats, Hayden, but you sure have enough passion to fill one. Your strength and courage are way more than I'll ever have.”

He looked at me and smiled solemnly, squeezing my hands. “Evika, I'm so sorry that you have to see what you see. I wish I knew 
why it was even possible. If I could relieve you of any of it, I'd do it in a heartbeat.”

I laid my head in his lap. “I know you would, Angel-man.”

“You know,” he started, “it's funny how I could have gone all those hundreds of years as a sentient being, following the rules of the Council in regard to detaching myself from all of the sinister things I've seen humans do, yet it only took one man to break me down.” Hayden narrowed his eyes. “I always assumed that it makes me spineless, weaker.”

I looked up at him. “Hayden, I think you've got it all wrong.”

“How so?”

“You had his fate in your hands and could have pulled that trigger if you wanted to, but you stopped yourself because you are stronger
 than that.” He smiled at me. “And,” I continued, “if I may preach to the choir, just this once...” I smirked. “I think it's safe to say that everything happens for a reason, right?”

“I suppose,” he agreed.

“Think about it,” I kept going. “If you were exiled, who knows
 who they would have stuck with me
 by the time I was born.” My attempt at cheering him up prevailed as he laughed. “I mean, I just don't even want to think about it!” I gasped dramatically.

“Probably would have been Luka. You'd have been happy either way.” He continued laughing.

“Yeah, but you make shredded leather look really
 hot. Not sure Luka could pull that one off.”

He chuckled again as he tucked the hair behind my ears. “You know, Ev,” he said, “I think we are having a real Kodak moment here.”

“Undoubtedly.” I giggled in agreement. I realized the opportune moment had come that I make good on my promise to Luka. I did want Hayden to know how I felt. My expression grew serious. “Hayden?” I said softly.

“Yeah?”

I thought for a split second. Did I really want to just tell him that I was crazy about him? Were those the words I really wanted to use? I had to find something else inside me that could convey even just a 
small piece of what I wanted to say without it sounding so plain or performed. I felt my heart telling me something when I looked at him as he waited patiently for the words I'd promised I'd say. And then they hit me like a billboard with flashing lights: I couldn't not
 say them.

“With you around, I feel like I know who I'm supposed to be. I don't feel so lost anymore.”

Hayden held admiration in his eyes for a second and then grinned widely, taking that opportunity to hoist me up on the bed and tackle me down next to him, holding me close. It happened so quickly I didn't know which way to look until I saw his eyes only inches from mine as our heads lay on one pillow together. All I could hear was breathing and the pounding of my heart. Dear God, he is beautiful. Nervous. Nervous. Nervous. Evika, stop shaking!
 We were so close, I could see his pupils dilate. I'd assumed mine did the same. I looked at his angel lips, just for a moment. I knew what I wanted, and I wanted it more than anything, but I didn't know what he expected from me, and I was afraid to make any wrong move. I didn't want to ruin whatever it was that we were doing, even if that was just staring into each other's eyes.

He took one finger to my forehead and gingerly traced a trail along the side of my face, down my cheek and down to my chin. His touch sent gentle tingles along my skin. Then, he traced the contour of my lips, which were slightly parted as I reveled in the moment.

“Evika,” he whispered with a smirk.

“Yeah?” I answered, heart pounding.

“I'm crazy about you, too.”

I looked at him curiously. How could he have possibly known about that bet between me and Luka? And as I lay there determining all the ways it was conceivable, I came to one conclusion: he didn't need hints from Luka or confessions from me because he knew me like the back of his hand. In fact, it was quite plausible to think that Hayden knew me better than I knew myself. I was willing to accept that.

I lay still, paralyzed as I ached for his lips to press against mine. 
He placed his hand on my cheek and started moving toward me. I closed my eyes and parted my lips, letting the thoughts pound through my head wildly. Omigod! This is it! He's going to kiss me!
 Then I felt his warm lips press against my forehead for an extended period of time. My eyes flipped open as I exhaled into his neck.

“I think it would be a good idea for you to get some sleep now,” he said softly.

I was immediately struck with disappointment, but I thought I heard regret in his voice. However, I couldn't decide if it was regret due to the fact that he'd let us get that close or because he'd stopped what may have happened between us, something good. I hoped for the latter and, in my mind, the matter of that kiss was a subject under “let's put a pin in it.” Letting it go was not an option. I would get those lips soon.

“I suppose,” I relented with a half-smile.

“Sweet dreams, Evika,” he said as he rolled off of the bed. As I watched him, thoughts of my tomorrow started brewing, but questions of my past's mystery came to the forefront as I recalled the new danger I'd learned about that night.

“Hey, Hayden?”

He stopped and turned. “Yeah?”

“This Phantom that I'm not supposed to worry about, you said that Jack recognized the Seeker and that's why he didn't save it. Did he ever tell you why?”

Hayden narrowed his eyes slightly. “That's the thing about your dad, Evika.” he said. “Whoever it was and whatever they did to make him angry, he went to his grave without saying a word.”

I looked down, wondering what could have possibly made Jack do such a thing. I
 was the one with the ability to see what the Seekers had done. I
 was the one who was going to have the more challenging and grueling future with this call of destiny. And even with this new baneful gift I'd possessed, I wondered if I could ever be strong enough to handle it.

Hayden kissed my hair again and tucked me under the covers. “
But you don't need to worry about that entity, Ev. I've already assured you of that.”

I watched him walk to the doorway. “Hayden?”

He turned again. “Yeah?”

“This existence as a Soldier of Light, will it ever get any better?”

He sighed as he thought for a moment. “Evika, I can't guarantee that for you, but, if it's any consolation...,” he smiled as he paused, “my
 existence got way better.”

I looked at him pleadingly. “How?”

“It was simple for me.” He shrugged with that five-hundred-watter starting to grow. “God created you. That's all it took.” Then he was out in the hallway, walking to his room and leaving me with those last words.

I stared after him in silence. I listened to my heart, and I knew then that what it felt for Hayden was infallible. I was completely and undeniably in love with him, and no one could have convinced me otherwise.
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Elephant in the Room









I

awoke to a hard knock at the door. I instantly smelled the scent of bacon and heard a faint sizzling from the kitchen. I felt the hunger. Then, I heard Hayden's footsteps hustling to the door.

“Hmm. What's your
 ugly mug doing here?” Hayden said, slightly spitefully.

“Well, good morning to you too
, Darkwing,” Luka's voice bit back.

“Take it down a notch,” Hayden demanded. “She's still sleeping. What are you doing here, anyway?”

“I was invited, if you must know,” Luka softened his voice. “I'm here for the party.”

“What? Didn't have enough partying last night?” I heard Hayden's sardonic tone and could sense a bit of irritation.

“Hey, it was only the one beer until she became a little charlatan on me.” Luka laughed.

“And, I suppose, it was that
 hard for you to say no?”

“I brought her home safe and sound, did I not?” Luka retorted.

I was starting to become worried as I listened to their conversation, but I heard Hayden's playfulness come back. “You know, you've become a real pushover since Jack,” he jeered
.

“Ouch.” Luka chuckled. “Way to hit me below the belt. And for your information, we'll be bypassing the bars and going bowling next time. I figured you'd appreciate my putting a foot down, since you're so good at that and all.”

I heard Hayden sigh. “You know that I can't always be the bad guy, Luka.”

“I know that,” I heard Luka mutter. “I never liked it either.”

It was silent for a few moments. Their footsteps traveled to the kitchen.

“So,” Luka started, “everything okay between the two of you?”

“We're fine. Why?” Hayden inquired.

“Just curious. Bit of an intense evening last night. I know it caused some tension.” Luka's tone was serious.

“We talked....” Hayden paused. “Of course, that was after
 she woke up at two A.M with a headache
, but we did talk.”

“Good,” I could hear a smile in Luka's voice. “Hey listen, Jericho caught me before I left. He wanted you to know since this whole thing is becoming a bit more traumatic for her than we'd anticipated, he'd be more than willing to take care of any slumber issues, should any arise.”

There was silence.

“He said that?”

“Would I lie?”

“Well, he does remember what that does to him, doesn't he?” Hayden sounded skeptical.

“Believe me, I reminded him. But he seemed pretty eager to help out, so you should let him.”

“Huh,” I heard Hayden's voice as he thought out loud. There was a long pause. “I'll keep an eye on things,” he said quietly.

“As in, you're going to poke around in her dreams again or will you just straight-up ask her?” Luka pried.

“I'll do what I have to do to know she is okay,” Hayden answered with a slight irritation in his tone.

My curiosity peaked as I wondered what the conversation was about: Jericho, slumber issues, what it does
 to him, and just the whole 
tone of their discussion was somewhat unsettling. I assumed it had to do with my having bad dreams, which hadn't happened that night, but maybe they anticipated something that I didn't. I was especially eager to know more about Hayden's ability to still have access to my dreams. I hadn't realized that little talent of his would remain with him after we'd officially met in reality.

I checked the clock. Eleven twenty-seven. Jeez
. I made my way to the kitchen and found Hayden tending to the sizzling bacon and other, various pans over the stove while Luka hopped onto the stool, unfolding the newspaper. Neither of them noticed me.

“Well, look-e look-e,” I saw them both look up. “I've got two
 handsome angels in my kitchen this morning.” I walked over to the counter and winced at the cold tile under my feet. It sent a chill up my spine that made me run to the stool next to Luka.

Luka's face brightened. “Well, if it isn't Evigreen in the flesh!” He winked.

Hayden smiled. “Good morning, Pony-girl. Sleep well?”

“I did, like a log actually.”

Luka smirked. “How's that head?”

“Much better now.” I grinned.

“No thanks to you
,” Hayden muttered to Luka as he pulled the bacon from the pan.

Luka held up the paper to cover his face from Hayden's view while he leaned into me. “Darkwing's a little on the perturbed side with me today. Although, I have no idea why. You'd think he'd throw me a hint or something.”

Hayden gave him a playful glare. It seemed that it was impossible for Hayden to be cross with Luka for long, which made it even funnier. I laughed heartily at the angel, for it was impossible not to. I was extremely happy that I'd invited him over.

I glanced at Hayden. He was zoned out, preparing the rest of the breakfast food - sausage links, eggs, waffles, honeydew melon slices and orange juice. “Wow! What got into you this morning?” I teased.

“Shocker, huh?” Hayden smirked.

“So, the angel can cook breakfast,” I declared, smiling at him
.

“Yes,” he bobbed his head with a simper, “the angel can cook breakfast.” He continued preparing the plates, not allowing me to break his concentration.

I looked back at Luka, who didn't remove his eyes from his newspaper, but plastered the most obvious grin on his face. He felt me looking at him and met my eyes, raising his eyebrows at me. I rolled my eyes at him playfully.

I took in his attire from the bottom, up. He was wearing black, shell-toed Adidas, baggy jeans and a white, long-sleeved shirt with a fallen stick-tree and a slogan on the front: If a tree falls in the forest and there is no one there to hear it...who knew about the tree falling in the first place
? It was a much different style from the casual sweater in which I'd first seen him.

I laughed. “Did somebody go shopping?”

“Oh, this?” Luka looked down at his shirt. “Actually, yeah.”

“I like the new look,” I approved. “Suits you much better than that stuffy sweater you wore last time.” I chortled.

“Why, thank you, Miss Stormer. Glad you approve.” A devious smile started growing on his boyish face. “And I was
 going to wait until later, but I guess I could let you have your present now.”

“You got me a present?” I got excited.

“I did,” Luka said smugly. “I went to the mall this morning. Man, it's so much fun to pretend to be human!”

I laughed. “Enjoying our trial, are we?”

“Are you kidding? It's like Rumspringa for angels!” Luka hopped down to grab the bag.

“Rumspringa?” I thought for a moment. “Isn't that some sort of Amish thing?”

“Yeah, when all the teenagers get to go nuts before they officially settle into the Amish lifestyle. You've never watched Devil's Playground?”

“Nope,” I said.

Hayden shook his head with a laugh. “You're seriously using that as your analogy?” he asked Luka.

“Hey,” Luka put his hands up, “it's a great example.
”

I leaned into Luka and couldn't hold in my giggle. “Guess I'll have to watch it now.”

“Definitely.” Luka wagged his eyebrows. “Anyway,” he pulled the bag from the couch, “you have to close your eyes.”

“Hmm.” I lifted an eyebrow, incredulous.

“Please?
” he pleaded.

I closed my eyes and stood, waiting. I heard him fiddling around in the paper bag, then kick it to the side. Just a few more seconds and he was ready for me.

“Okay, you can open 'em.”

I opened my eyes and gasped to see an olive-green hoodie modeled across Luka's chest as he held it up. There was a design on the front of two empire dragons airbrushed in black, silver, red, and orange colors. They were identical, each coiled to make a circular pattern, meeting one's head where the other's tail began. The sleeves had the same dragons airbrushed from the shoulder all the way down to the forearm part of the material.

“Omigosh, Luka!” I jumped. “I love it!”

“I knew you would! Check out the back. I found this thing at one of the little kiosks.” He flipped the hoodie around. There, on the back, were the same dragons, but one was perched on the top, left shoulder area, while the other was based on the bottom hem line. They faced each other, like in a dual, ready for battle. It was one of the most unique designs I'd ever seen.

“Wow!” I exclaimed. “And I mean W.O.W! This is wicked-awesome, Luka! You're the best!” I grabbed it from him and threw it over my head to put it on. The inside was so soft against my skin and I could have just fallen on the floor and gone back to sleep in that thing. It was so comfortable.

As my head popped through the neck and into the hood, I saw Luka holding a proud look on his face. “Now, if that's not an Evika hoodie, I don't know if I'll ever see one.”

I jumped up and threw my arms around his neck, squeezing as tight as I could. I knew he could handle it. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.
”

Luka's laugh bellowed through the apartment as he hugged me back. “Jeez, maybe I should have gotten you the red and black ones, too.”

“You made the perfect choice, Lukster.” I kissed his cheek and turned to Hayden, who was pouring the orange juice, looking over at us. “What do ya think, Angel-man? You like?”

Hayden smiled. “Definitely cool and definitely
 you. No doubt about that.”

I skipped over to the table and sat down. The boys followed suit. We sat down and started digging in. Honestly, it was quite possibly the best breakfast I'd ever had, hands down.

“Hayden, don't tell him I told you this, but I think you and Joel could go head to head as far as cooking breakfast goes.”

He laughed and gave me a big smile, flashing his white teeth.

“He's good at dinners too, you know?” Luka added.

I felt my eyebrow raise. “Really?
” I looked over at Hayden, who shrugged.

“Are you really that surprised?” Hayden asked me. “I mean, I am
 good at everything you've seen so far, am I not?”

I snorted. “You never will lose that ego, will you?”

He smirked. “Chances of that are slim-to-none.”

“The ego is definitely here to stay,” Luka chortled. We all laughed.

We continued eating, and Luka and Hayden were exchanging looks while we ate. Their secretly glances bothered me, slightly, but I let it go for a while.

“So,” Hayden said seriously, “you slept okay? Really?”

“Yeah,” I nodded with a shrug. “I told you, I slept fine.”

Those two angels exchanged a look again. I couldn't believe they were either that naïve about my overhearing their entire conversation before I got out of bed, or that they really thought I was just stupid and wouldn't question them at all. They had to have known me better than that.

“Okay.” I put my fork down. “So, let's acknowledge the elephant in the room, 'cause he's pretty damn big.” They both looked at me, confused
.

“What elephant?” Hayden questioned.

“Jericho? Slumber issues? He's one of the elites, right? Part of the Council? Oh, and you?
”

“Me, what?”

I raised my brow. “Apparently, you can still meddle in my head while I'm sleeping?” I inquired, cockily.

“You heard all that, huh?” Hayden asked me.

“Well, it wasn't like you guys were being that quiet about it,” I said. Hayden suppressed a smile while Luka laughed.

“Okay. Yes, I can explore your dreams, see what's going on in that head of yours, but I haven't done that for weeks.”

“Hmm, sounds a bit invasive,” I thought audibly. “And Jericho?”

“He's a dream harmon,” Hayden declared. “He is offering his services, his gift to you if you happen to get nightmares. The Council is well aware now of this burden in seeing what you see. He can't take that part away, but he can ease your sleep if you have those problems in the future. Did you have any dreams at all
 last night?”

“No, but it was probably because of my log-like state.” I laughed, turning to Luka.

A wide grin grew on Luka's face. “See, Hayden? I am
 helpful,” he said smugly.

Hayden kept his eyes on me. “Evika, we can't depend on alcohol giving you a good night's sleep. You know that.”

“Yeah
,” Luka mocked. “You heard him, Evigreen. Enough of that already.”

I rolled my eyes and sank in my chair. “So, what's Jericho do, anyway?”

“Ever heard of dreamcatchers?” Luka asked me.

I shrugged. “Of course.”

“That's sort of what he is. His gift, anyway,” he explained. “But it's got a reverse effect on him. Whatever bad dreams he takes from you, he gets stuck with them, should he ever become human. They'd be a part of him whenever he dreamed.”

My face contorted. “What kind of crock is that
?”

“If he ever did choose to Fade, that would be a huge burden on 
him,” Hayden added, “but, trust me, Jericho has been around for centuries and has never opted for a trial or even thought about becoming human. He's quite happy being part of the Council.”

“So, if I did ask for his help as my dreamcatcher,” I felt cheesy saying it aloud, “then I'd really owe him big, huh?”

Hayden shook his head and gave me a serious look. “Evika, you don't owe anyone anything. Everything they do is because they care about you; that goes for all of us.” He looked at Luka, who nodded supportively. I smiled at the both of them.

We finished our breakfast, all leaning back in our chairs and staring at our empty plates. I laughed at myself as I realized I'd eaten just as much as Hayden and Luka, possibly more. I was stuffed. I saw Hayden obsessively checking the clock. I knew he was counting the hours before the time was up. He was nervous about the little task that had to be done. I'd known him well enough to see that he was reluctant to say anything, and it went without question that Luka was as well.

A certain sobriety overtook me as the silence became overwhelming. I stood, grabbed our dirty plates and silverware, and walked them over to the sink. Neither of them said a word, and their silence irritated me. I felt awful that I felt
 irritated, but I was starting to get that “alone” feeling again as I thought about what I had to do.

“Would either one of you like to acknowledge the next
 elephant in the room?”

I looked over at them to see my two angels look up at me pitifully, Luka's sky-blue eyes as light as ever, and Hayden's emerald, green pools staring into mine, so deeply. My heart swelled and sank at the same time.

“Ev,” Hayden started, “you know that we have to get this done.” He said it with such regret.

I nodded. “I know.”

All three of us went into my bedroom. Hayden set the castor onto the bed and I just glared at it, seeing her face in my mind. That hate I felt was hard to elude. It crept up on me so quickly, but I expected it. I sat on the bed, Hayden sitting directly behind me while Luka stood at 
my feet as my focal point. I felt Hayden's embrace as I looked at the blond, blue-eyed angel in front of me.

“Remember what we talked about, Evika,” Luka said solemnly. “Try that new perspective.”

I sighed before answering him. “I'll try my best, Luka. No promises though.”

He smirked. “Well, if all else fails, just think of your wicked-awesome hoodie.” His attempt at mimicking me made me breathe a laugh.

I closed my eyes as I held the castor in my hands, feeling Hayden's warm fingers gently pulling my hair behind my shoulders.

“Ev,” he started, “based off of what happened the last time, I can't be sure what you'll see again.” He sighed. “I'm not sure she is able to control the things you see, but just be sure that you get her to take you to her time of death. Once you are there, I should have full control over what happens.” He paused, then lowered his lips to my ear. His hot breath sent tingles down my neck. “I won't let anything bad happen to you, Evika,” he whispered. “I promise you.”

I gulped hard, wanting to believe him, wanting to feel the same security coming out as I was while going in. “Okay.”

“Take your time,” Hayden said patiently. “I'm ready whenever you are.”

I looked down at the castor in my palms. The bulb was still green, waiting for a second entry. I knew that the longer I stared at it, the worse I'd feel and the angrier I'd become. I hastily placed my thumb on the sensor and the castor opened immediately, just as it had the first time. The spirit mist rose from the orb, and I glared at it, hoping she could see that I wasn't happy with what I was about to do.

“Remember, you must invite the mist in,” Hayden reminded me.

I didn't need reminding. I remembered fully well what I needed to do. As hesitant as I may have seemed to him, I just wanted it over with. I had enough trust in Hayden that I'd be okay, and I felt even more balanced as Luka stood fast in front of me at the end of the bed, arms crossed, ready for anything that may come.

I inhaled the mist, feeling it enter me. I closed my eyes, reluctant 
to open them again. Once I finally did, it was her face that I saw. My eyes narrowed, and my nostrils flared. I clenched my fists and tightened my jaw as I waited for the next phase. She stood there, just as she did the first time, looking at me with that sad expression.

I looked into her sad, dark brown eyes. “Just take me to your death, Sylvia,” I said, spitefully. “Let's get this over with.”

“I'm so sorry,” her voice echoed.

I scowled at her. “I'm not your damn after-death counselor, Seeker. I'm here to let you move on. That's all
,” I said scathingly.

She started weeping. Weeping!
 As if her fallen tears were something I would even tolerate at that point? They only filled me with rage.

“Take me to your death!” I demanded. I felt the power in my voice and was astonished that I had it in me. I knew I was the only way she'd get her salvation, and it made me feel powerful. Despite the fact that I could create a new enemy if I didn't follow through in saving her in the time I was allotted, it didn't matter; I still felt that superiority over her.

“It's been so long. I just want to be with them again,” her voice echoed again when she spoke.

I looked into her eyes and scowled. I could see she felt torment and anguish, the same things I'd felt when she touched me the first time in our previous encounter, but the fact that she was trying to speak to me and draw this out made me loath her even more than I already did. The memories were imprinted within my mind. She'd already done her damage, leaving her mark on me. Something in me snapped, an action beyond my control; much like the dark emotions that were making me sick as I saw her sins right on her face.

In a flash before my eyes, I saw my hands grip her neck and squeeze. I felt her cold skin send chills through me, traveling through my nerves, a cold that matched the cold I felt in my heart. My breathing sped as I pulled her toward me, tightening my hold while choking her. A look of horror glazed her face, and her cold hands rose up, clutching mine, but the fight within her was only a fraction of my own. She was no match
.

“How could you do that to them!” I screamed at her. “You don't deserve to be set free,” I seethed through my teeth. “You deserve to stay with him forever, in this hell!”

She choked for air, trying to break free. I was rigid, never loosening my grip. It was so easy. I wasn't sure of what the outcome would be. She was already dead, but I didn't think about it. I knew what I was supposed to be doing, but I lost my way. On purpose. I thought about Luka and our “perspective” conversation. Had he just wasted his breath? It was clear that he had, but then I thought about Hayden, my angel. A split-second flash crossed my mind, and I saw his face; an expression of shock and disappointment.

“Evika!
” I heard his voice, a scolding tone. It made me jump. An array of emotions weaved through me then. I tried to find one that might make me do the right thing. “Let. Her. Go,” he said demandingly.

As if my idle hands had minds of their own, I felt myself having to use force to pry them off of her neck. Frustrated, I shoved her away and started to cry my angry tears.

Apathy. It was what I needed to overtake me. Not Sympathy for her. Apathy. I wanted to feel nothing. I wanted to be numb. I searched and searched for it, and it only masked the rage in me for a short while, long enough to become less of a threat to the wicked soul I had to save. My arms were at my sides, holding tight fists, my knuckles white. Sylvia stood still, terrified to move, holding her throat. I turned away from her.

“Evika,” Hayden's voice was soft, “you can do this. Be her vessel and then come back to me. I'm here waiting.”

I wanted to be back in his arms again. I knew he was holding me, and I wanted my mind in the same place. I closed my eyes tight, wondering why my mind and heart felt like a war zone for good and evil, why my life was this canvas on which all the world painted its ugliness, and why I'd even been chosen as the Soldier of Light when I felt no such light within me. I screamed inside my head, tormented.

My head sank in defeat and fear. I didn't want to look at her again because I knew the next time would be worse. I don't know what I 
was waiting for. All I wanted to do was get it over with and be back with my angels again, but neither of us moved. She would have to wait. I wasn't ready.

I breathed in and out slowly. I could hear the echoes of my breath as if I were inside of myself. I thought of the dragons on the sweatshirt from Luka. They were one, solid unit on the front, working as a team to make one symbol, a unit of harmony, yet on the back, they were separate and confronting one another, ready for battle. I tried to remember if either of them looked different from the other, but the dragons' faces and bodies were the same. There was no difference. How were you supposed to tell which was the good one and which was the bad one? Or, was there a difference?

I shook my head, breaking my trance, and slowly raised my eyes to meet hers. I just wanted to be back with Hayden, whatever it took. “Take me to the moment of your death,” I said to her, quietly.

She was still standing there, unchanged from the last moment I'd glanced at her. I'd instilled so much fear in her that she was petrified. How awful was I? Had she really been that frightened of me?

She trembled as she spoke reluctantly. “Is it the light that you will take me to?”

Narrowing my eyes, I looked at her curiously. She asked me as if she wasn't even sure who I was or the reason I was there, as if I was an untrustworthy opponent. Maybe she thought right.

“Yes,” I answered simply, with a whisper. “It's what I'm supposed to do.” My disgusted tone couldn't have been very convincing.Her brown eyes blinked as she slowly raised her hand to mine and we touched. I felt a jolt of energy surge through me as we transcended. We were one, she and I. I had no control over the movements our body made. I felt a deep sadness. A deep regret. I lay on the stained, beige carpet in the middle of a bare living room, holding the empty, orange prescription bottle. A few pills lay scattered on the floor. I realized I'd entered her body after she'd already taken the amount that would kill her. A weakness hit me hard and then a dizziness made the room spin. The feeling of fear washed through me, just as it did in my First Death. A feeling of dread, solitude, and foremost, 
panic. I stared at the high, white ceiling, my vision becoming fuzzy. I closed my eyes and I had to work so hard to breath. It seemed as though there was a feeling of gravity sucking me back into the earth.

My helpless body was heavier by the second and everything started to shut down. The shallow breaths were the last I could hear as they echoed in my head. Only the thought of death, her
 thought of death.

I wondered if there really had been any pain that accompanied this type of demise. An overdose. I wondered if the reason I only felt the actions of the body and not the pain was because of Hayden; if he were really doing his part as he was meant to. After that thought occurred, I wondered if Sylvia felt any pain throughout her time in the dark realm. I had to admit, I was hoping she did. I lay there, hoping and wishing that the time she'd spent with Alysto had been the worst moments of her entire existence.

I then caught myself, loathing this woman more and more and despising the idea that I even had to let her move on. What was it that was making me so heartless...unmerciful...unforgiving? Where was this darkness coming from? Where had it been hiding? And more importantly, what was I becoming?

I feared for my own life then as I waited out the ending of hers. The heartbeats were fewer and fewer, only five times....three times.....twice per minute, then none at all.

I was gone.

She was gone.

My eyes were shut and I kept them that way for what seemed like forever. I started to hear the changes in the sounds around me, the new scents of the room as I inhaled. An open window, framing the outside view of the world I knew, filled with the busy streets of Cleveland and the city air. Then I felt the hands of my angel, once again, embracing my body and caressing my face. I was home.

“Evika,” he whispered to me, “it's over.”

I opened my eyes and looked up into my angel's face; I clutched at him as if he'd disappear, and try as I may have, I couldn't hold in those tears any longer.
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Tears of the Sky









I

t was officially moving day. Hayden and I had mostly everything packed before we'd leave the next morning. It was going to be a long drive down to Georgia, and as that reality sank in, I realized there was one thing I would be leaving behind; something I couldn't pack to take with me.

I took the pony to Rose Hill Cemetery, a place I hadn't entered for over a year. I sat on the grass in front of her stone, my fingers tracing the relief of her name: Nora Eden Stormer.
 The dark granite gleamed in the soft light of the setting sun.


“
Hi Mom,” I choked out. “I know I don't come out here much....” I paused briefly, knowing fully well I should edit my comment. “Okay, so I never
 come out here,” I said guiltily, “but you always did tell me that you'd be with me no matter where I was, right?”

I tried to smile as I traced the butterfly engraved in the stone next to her name. I remembered insisting that she have that stone, no matter what the cost. It didn't matter.

I recalled the times when I was little, questioning death so much. My mother would assure me that she'd always be wherever I was. I truly wanted to believe that then and found myself trying even harder to keep that same belief as I sat there staring at her name in the stone. 
Certain things I grew up believing as truths were becoming far less believable.

I tasted the salty tear that hit my lips. “I just wanted you to know that I'm okay, but you know that already, don't you?” I closed my eyes, trying to imagine her sitting there with me. “I miss you so much, Mom.” I inhaled the air around me. The scent of her hair – a strawberry crème shampoo – filled my olfactory sense, and I gasped. It hit me just as powerfully as the time Hayden took me to the memory realm while I was in the hospital. My eyes flipped open, and I turned my head every which way to find her, but there was no physical presence for me to see. Nothing but flowers and headstones and grass. Miles and miles of grass. But I knew she was there with me, I sensed her.


“
We're taking off tomorrow,” I told her. “Hayden and I picked up my Mustang a few days ago,” I nodded to the parked pony a few yards away. “And it is fast
.” I forced a laugh. “Only God knows why he let me get the thing.”

I could almost hear her sweet laughter surround me. I imagined her soft face and warming smile, which made me tighten my jaw to keep from crying. I bit the inside of my bottom lip so hard I made it bleed as I thought of her last breaths in my arms. I didn't want to remember her that way, but that image would never go away, no matter how hard I tried to picture the greater moments with her.

I laid my head against the granite. It was cold against my cheek and made me shiver for a moment. I pretended it was her, as it was the only physical thing related to her I had near me.

“I'm trying, Momma,” I choked out, “but I can't let this go. I know what you would tell me. I know exactly what you would say to me if you were right here. You want me to forgive and let this all go and move on, but I can't, and I don't think I ever will.”

The light droplets of rain started to fall on my cheek. As always, I let it.

It seemed as though the rain knew when I was sad, when I felt despair. I imagined, as it fell, that it was its attempt to comfort me, the only way it knew how. Just like Hayden would put music on or turn 
off the lights to make it dark or just hold me while I cried, the rain fell upon me right on cue.

“Please be sure to come with me, Mom,” I whispered to her stone. “I need you wherever I go. You were my rock. My anchor. My strength, but I've lost it.” I squeezed my eyelids shut once again. “I feel like I've been dead inside for so long because everything I have goes away,” I cried. “And it feels so dark where I am.”

I stretched the sleeve of my jacket over my hands and wiped away the tears, recalling the soft skin of Hayden's hands stopping the streams of salt water right in their tracks. An absolute truth that I was about to admit aloud, “Hayden is the only reason I'm even alive.”

I curled up onto the wet grass over her grave and hoped she could hear me, see me, feel me. I pulled at the grass inches from my face and imagined her life stemming through it. “Please just be my strength again,” I whispered. “I love you and I need you more than ever right now.”

I heard and felt the rain fall harder then, weighing my hair down, along with my clothes. I played a soft melody in my head, one that I'd written for her for Mother's Day when I was ten years old. I sneaked down to the piano late the night before and held down the softening pedal so as not to wake her up. I remember playing it for her in the morning, making her cry. The melody carried a slightly sad tone with it for me while I lay there playing it through my head. It was the soundtrack to my mother's life and had more meaning to me then as I remembered her.

I heard the engine of his Harley and opened my eyes to see him pull up behind the Mustang. He walked toward me with an unopened, black umbrella. His walk wasn't urgent, so I didn't feel any alarm. He just kept his eyes on me and approached me with a quiet grace. I waited for him to say, “Let's go” or “We need to get out of this rain,” but he didn't. His deep green eyes just locked with mine as he got closer. There was a sadness in them that empathized with my own.

The angel hoisted the umbrella open to shield us both. He sat 
down next to me, leaning his back against the stone, sheltering us from the sky's tears.

His gesture warmed me instantly and my instincts brought me up into his lap. I leaned my ear against his chest; the body of my angel. My safehouse. His patience awed me, and his steady breathing calmed me. And even though Hayden would always say the most perfect words at the most perfect moments, he somehow knew that his saying nothing at all was what I really needed to hear the most.

I was able to reflect in that cemetery, in my angel's arms and among the dead, counting the minutes I had left until they would appear. I felt a strong and sudden abhorrence overtake me as I thought of the many that were still out there waiting for me to save them.

The darkness from the setting of the sun fell upon us, instilling a seed of worry within me as I wondered what was to become of me in the days ahead. It was something I feared – the uncertainties – because I knew that they were inescapable.

And just as I'd felt my storm was coming once before, I sensed the eye of that storm was near....and I was heading straight for it.





The adventure continues…
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