
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: title-page.png] 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Tiny Bit Mortal
 
    
 
    
 
   Lindsay Bassett
 
    
 
    
 
   Copyright © 2015 by Lindsay Bassett
 
   Cover illustrated by Scott Wilson
 
   All rights reserved.
 
    
 
   ISBN: 978-1-4951-4617-6
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   To Emily.  
 
   I finally got around to telling your story.
 
   


 
   
  
 

I
 
   Strange Faces
 
    
 
    
 
   I poured a cup of coffee, spilling half across the counter.  I checked the clock.  “7:49 am, shoot.” I said.
 
   With coffee in hand, I put on my socks one handed.  Eyeballing the clock, I saw that a precious minute had passed.  I wiggled each of my feet into my black Mary Jane shoes.  Grabbing my coat, I flung it around my shoulders like a cape without bothering to put my arms in because I was on the verge of breaking a sweat.  
 
   Flying out the front door with my coat flapping behind me, I locked the deadbolt from the outside in expert time.  I did a quick dance down the stairwell, out onto the sidewalk, where I felt the sharp October morning air chill my clammy skin.  
 
   Fishing my keys out of my purse mid jog, I bounded toward my two decades old, beat up black Honda Civic.  It was parallel parked next to the sidewalk near my house.  After fumbling with the car door lock, I cannon-balled into the car and sprinkled coffee across the already stained up tan passenger seat.  
 
   After turning the key in the ignition, loud, energetic music blasted in my ears, startling me.  I stabbed the button on the CD player to turn the music down and to change it to another album containing a classical mix.  Looking up to see the car in front of me was about to pull out, I took my hand off the gear shifter and sighed. 
 
   A figure moving in the distance caught my gaze, standing out amongst the morning pedestrians on the sidewalk.  There was something unnatural about him that broke the pattern of movement, like his pacing was off.
 
   Taking a sip of my coffee, I kept my eyes on him.  Squinting, I noticed that the fabric of his clothing was rustling as if he were walking in a storm.  Looking over to a nearby tree, it stood still.  There wasn’t the slightest breeze outside.  
 
   As he got closer, I waited for him to come into focus, but instead I felt a rush of confusion.  I couldn’t remember anything about him, not even the color of his clothes.    Shifting in my seat, I looked out the back window.  He wasn’t there.  I looked to the other side of the street.  Not there either.  
 
   Looking down into my coffee cup, I tried to process the event.  Deciding it must have been the combination of morning shadows and a wind from a passing vehicle, I boxed the whole thing up in my mind and put it away in a far off corner.
 
   Shifting into drive, I pulled out into the street and prepared to face the world again with classical violins singing in the background.  My world was my quiet lab at Carlson Tech Corp where I conducted biomedical research alongside Rick, my awkward colleague.  After three years of working with me Rick was still uncomfortable with my presence.  
 
   I didn’t think I was run-way model material, but I had a nice figure, due to my marathon mornings trying to make it to work on time because that damned alarm clock has that stupid snooze button.  I also had a pair of breasts, which made me a woman, and women scared the hell out of Rick.  
 
   My coffee was getting cold, so I soldiered it down with one hand while I shut the creaky door of my car with the other.  I walked across the parking lot, through the building, and settled into the lab.  After shedding my coat, I sifted through notes while I tapped my pencil on my leg.  I then peered through my microscope and saw the same damned thing I saw the day before.  
 
   Frustrated, I threw my pencil onto my desk, which bounced off and launched halfway across the room.  Rick jumped up out of his chair, completely startled.  After giving him an apologetic look, I decided it was already time for a break.  I didn’t smoke, but I took “smoke breaks” every few hours just to remind myself I was still on planet earth.  
 
   Pulling on my black wool jacket, I slipped my hands into my pockets, walked down the hall, and pushed my way out of the front door with my shoulder.  Feeling a burst of energy from my coffee, I traipsed down the pathway behind the building.  Stopping at the end of the pathway where the company had installed a stone bench, I plopped down with a sigh. I positioned myself on the bench like The Thinking Man, hunched over and resting my chin on the back of my hand. 
 
   I let my eyes rest on the swaying trees in the distance.  A gust of wind picked up, trembling the leaves on the branches and causing hundreds of them to shed and swirl about in the air as though gravity meant nothing to them.  Most people thought of spring as the most alive time of the year for nature, but to me, the fall was most animated.
 
   There was a breathtaking view of the mountains from where I was sitting.  The office and my apartment were both nestled in the mountains of Southern Oregon, in the small city of Ashland.  Ashland attracted people for their University, a world renowned Shakespeare Theatre, a downtown area with restaurants catering to foodies and shops to explore for vacationers.
 
   Shifting my body on the stone bench I let my eyes fall from the view of the mountains down to my feet.  I pointed the toe of my shoe into the pathway, sweeping pine needles back and forth.  Sometimes, when I saw a rustling in the leaves or an eerie fog, I felt a longing for something more, something magic.  Yet, no matter how I poked or prodded things, the laws and theories of physics and the natural world seemed binding.
 
   Sighing and walking slowly back up the path to the building, I kicked stray pine-cones along the way.  Looking up to the familiar brickwork of the outside of the building, I made my way towards the front door.  Neither the door nor the building had a sign identifying the company.
 
   It wasn’t like the company was trying to hide or anything though.  Carlson Tech Corp wasn’t built in Ashland to do business with anyone in the area, but for its location, of being exactly halfway between our Portland and Sacramento Offices.  The executives held their quarterly meetings there, which I liked to think of as the “Quarterly Interrogations on Progress.” 
 
   After opening the door at the front of the building, I walked in. The tiny lobby contained huge, imposing, metal-forged letters spelling “Carlson Tech Corp” across the wall.  I walked passed the receptionist's desk, glancing over at the plastic skeleton sitting in the chair.  We quit hiring receptionists because people rarely called or came in.  One of the guys put the skeleton there on Halloween as a joke.  It was still there years later, untouched.  
 
   I stepped down the hall to my lab, sat down at my desk, and spent two hours reading a document that had been sent down from headquarters.  The remainder of the day I spent preparing documentation for my next experiment.  
 
   Some days my work seemed so boring, but I still enjoyed it.  I tried  to shake off the thought that maybe such a deep love for boring was some sort of mental illness as I headed home to face another Friday night.  
 
   After an uneventful drive home, I threw my purse down onto the kitchen counter and pressed the button on my phone to check my messages on my prehistoric looking land-line phone.  It seemed like I was the only one in the city without a smart phone in my hand, but I just couldn’t justify the expense of one with the amount of calls I made.
 
   My cat, George, meowed at me in a complaining tone until I filled up his bowl.  I had learned to hustle and pour quick, to make him stop.  He had me trained well.
 
    I considered calling my mom for a chat, but I knew what she would say: “You are twenty-nine, single, and it’s a Friday night.  What the heck are you doing calling your mom?”  She worried that the lack of men in my life would leave me old and alone.  
 
   It’s not that I hadn’t been asked out on dates.  I had been hit on, even at the bookstore, where it felt the most annoying.  It was a book store for goodness-sakes, not a bar.  I was there for books.
 
   There was something about me that made people think they knew me from somewhere, despite my complete lack of taking part in things where people could have met me at some point.  It wasn’t just a pick up line because half of those that thought they knew me were clearly heterosexual women.  
 
   I’d dated enough men during the first part of my twenties to be sick of it.  The problem was they all seemed the same to me.  Everything in life was about acquiring things.  More money, more success, a better car, a better this and a better that.  
 
   I sighed again and looked at my pajamas in the closet.  Of all the shades of gray my wardrobe comprised, my pajamas were another story.  My pajamas were full of pinks, baby blues, lace and tiny bows.  I felt like that’s who I was when sleeping, but not when awake and in public.  I didn’t like standing out.  
 
   Laying out my favorite fuzzy fleece pink pajamas on my bed,  I stared at them for a while.  Then I said “screw it.”   George hopped up on my bed, lay himself on his side with a dramatic flop, and looked at me inquisitively.  I sat beside him, scratching behind his ear while he purred.
 
   The huge bookstore a few miles away in Medford was open late enough.  If I had no friends to call on for a Friday evening, I could at least be with books. When I was honest with myself, I preferred the books over the friends.
 
   Stepping in, and pulling up my light gray tights, I then shimmied into my charcoal gray skirt.  After putting on my favorite black scoop necked t-shirt, I smoothed it out over my stomach with my hand.  Leaning in towards the mirror, I ran a mascara brush over my eyelashes and a comb through my unruly light brown hair. I didn’t want to disappoint those books looking unkempt.  I stepped into my black Mary Jane shoes and pulled my black wool coat over my arms.  
 
   Pausing next to the entryway mirror, I took a look at myself, and let out a "ha."  It was odd that no matter how many times I saw myself, I still couldn’t form a clear picture of what I looked like in my mind.  
 
   I could picture every one I’d ever known, but I could only see myself in pieces: green eyes, or long wavy light brown hair.  My lips were full and red, which my mom like to refer to as my “pouty lips.”  My skin was ivory, which is really just another word for pale.  I didn’t tan, or freckle the way my mom did.  Those pieces of myself were easy to see, I just couldn’t put them all together to form an image. 
 
   I left the house and drove down the freeway in silence, my hands at ten and two on the wheel, with the sun setting around me.  The blue mountains and pink-orange sky were so breathlessly beautiful to me.  
 
   By the time I got into Medford the street lights had lit up.  I felt a little guilty twinge of depression by being so alone and so damned excited about the bookstore.  It felt so much the same as the week before, and the month before, and the year before. Like déjà vu, except I knew I’d been there before.  I had gone to the bookstore way too often.
 
     Diverting into the coffee store next to the bookstore, I ordered up a latte that I shouldn’t have been drinking that late in the evening.  I would be up till 3am thinking about problems at work, but there were worse things I could have been doing to myself.  
 
   Slouching into a sofa with a newspaper, I waited for my drink.  I flipped straight to the police reports section, wanting to see what the bad guys were up to that week.  After that I’d read the obituaries.  I enjoyed reading about the people who died that week, and imagining who they were based on what was said about them.  Sighing, I acknowledged my own strangeness.
 
   Looking up, I noticed someone staring at me and averted my eyes by looking back down at my newspaper.  “Oh god,” I thought, “It’s probably a guy.”  I tried to read, but the feeling I was being watched was too distracting.  
 
   Working up my best dirty look, I turned my gaze towards the offender.  He seemed out of focus, like I had to work hard to see him.  It was like when I looked at myself in the mirror, unable to put a picture of it all together in my mind.  There was dark hair, conservatively trimmed and sleek like raven’s feathers.  His eyes were green, and he had ivory skin.  His slacks were gray, and he wore a white button up shirt.
 
   My face felt hot as I realized I’d been staring.  It felt like we were both on pause, staring at each other, in a room of people on fast forward.
 
   “Emily.” said a chirpy woman’s voice, that sounded like it was one hundred miles away. 
 
   “Emily.”  said the voice again, like an echo in a canyon.
 
   “Emmmily…your coffeeee.” said the voice again, startling me.  “Crap,” I thought,  “coffee.”  Stumbling on my way up from the couch, I grabbed my coffee and thanked the barista with a half smile.  She gave me an odd look. 
 
   When I turned around from the counter the man was gone.   I contemplated how I might have been fulfilling the “crazy” part of a crazy cat lady as I meandered from the coffee store into the isles of books.  Heading straight for customer service, I grabbed the books I had on hold.
 
   While I stood in line waiting to pay for the books, I shifted my weight from leg to leg impatiently.  Attempting to divert my thoughts, I thought about the pajamas I’d set out earlier.  I would not let myself think about that man.  
 
   When I pushed open the exit doors and walked out to the parking lot, I thought about the man again.  I looked down at my books and tried to think about how I would soon be sitting in my apartment, cozy and reading them. 
 
   When I got to my car I kept failing to find the correct key even though there were only three keys on the ring.  Finally making it, my hand was shaking as I started the ignition.  I found myself thinking about the man again.   
 
   My mind raced.  Was it the lighting?  Was I hallucinating?  I remembered the blurry man on the sidewalk earlier that morning.  “What is happening to me?” I said to myself, hunching over and pressing my forehead on the steering wheel.  
 
   Looking up and out the window, I scanned people getting in and out of their cars.  Everything and everyone were completely normal.  I slowed my breathing as I tapped my index finger repetitively on the steering wheel.  Shifting my car into reverse, I backed out and then made my way from the parking lot to the street.
 
   As I drove down the interstate, oncoming headlights flashed in the darkness like strobe-lights.  Removing one of my hands from my steering wheel, I swiped my hair behind my ear and then stabbed at the button on my CD player.  Switching to a different album, I found a song that I knew the words to and sang loudly until I felt too dizzy to think.   
 
   Parking my car on the street near my apartment, I stepped my way along the sidewalk, hyper aware of the rhythm of my breathing and my feet hitting the ground.  I was startled by a pack of bar hopping college kids heading towards me, loud and clearly drunk.  One of the guys in the group said something loud and slurred at me, like “Heeerytheeere.”  Avoiding eye contact, I moved past them and ran up the dimly lit stairwell to my apartment.  
 
   I locked the deadbolt on the door behind me and called for George with a “heeere-kitty-kitty-kitteeee.”  He came bounding out from my bedroom and greeted me by rubbing around my legs in figure eights.  Crouching down, I pet his soft orange back for a while.  If I didn’t pay tribute, he’d try to trip me on my way across the house.
 
   Wrestling on my pink pajamas, I grabbed my new book and went into my book room.  It had every square inch of wall covered in bookshelves.  In the center of the room, I kept a dusty blue chaise lounge sofa, and a little coffee table in front of it.  It was my sanctuary.  Pulling the soft, white fleece throw blanket from the back of the sofa, I read late into the night until my eyes wouldn’t stay open.    
 
    
 
    
 
   Getting up in the morning I drove straight to the lab, ignoring the whole “Saturday” and “weekend” thing.  The whole way I had windows down, enjoying the crisp air and my breath coming out in foggy clouds when I exhaled.  
 
   Shifting into park and removing my keys from the ignition, I opened my creaky car door and stepped out.  My feet on the gravel parking lot went crunch, crunch, crunch.  I could hear myself breathing.  Wrapping my gray and black striped scarf up closer to my ears,   I felt like I was alone on another planet that early in the morning.
 
   The front door was unlocked.  It was comforting to know I was not the only one without a life on the weekend.  Greeting the plastic skeleton man at the reception desk, I smiled and waved.  My sense of humor was still intact, so I felt a little glimmer of hope for my sanity.
 
   I found Rick at his desk on “his side” of the lab, gave a polite hello, and made my way to my side of the room.  We had collaborated some days, but most days we respected each other’s need of silence for concentration.  
 
   Deciding that day was a perfect day to organize my desk,  I sifted through paperwork and made a pile of useless documents to shred.  I wiped down my desk and lined up all of my pens and notepads like perfect little soldiers in formation.
 
   Spinning from side to side in my office chair, I thought about how I had evolved over the years.  The more involved I had become in my work, the more petty and simple my college friends seemed.  I remember how I began to loathe nights out at the bars, staring into my drink thinking about work from earlier in the day.  
 
   I remembered when I started hearing the music in the background, the words and the rhythms.  I  began to watch the way people moved, and the way they spoke to each other.  I had noticed the pattern of the conversations and the pitch of voices.  I was seeing it like a symphony orchestra play, and less like a social experience.  
 
   During that time my friends gravitated away from me, naturally.  My closest friend told me that I was becoming a snob, and that was the last I heard from her.  
 
   Stopping myself from spinning in the chair, I leaned forward, looking down at my black Mary Jane shoes.  I remembered back to when I had stopped wearing the clothes my girlfriends told me I should wear and wore what felt natural to me.  My wardrobe became black Mary Jane shoes, tights, skirts, t-shirts, scarves and a wool pea-coat.  All of these items were black or a shade of gray.
 
   I couldn’t help but wonder if all of those experiences were part of a long, slow, mental breakdown.  I was twenty-nine years old and talked to my cat more than I talked to all the humans I knew put together.  
 
   My cat, George, had been with me for years, since I first moved into my apartment.  I tried for a long time to find his owners, but he seemed set on living in my apartment, running through the front door every time he caught me opening it.  He became so much a part of my life I couldn’t imagine it without him.
 
   Rolling back in my wheeled office chair, I pushed off from my desk.  I whirled around, stood up, and scurried about in my office. I spent hours tidying and organizing things that hardly needed it.  Even the plastic skeleton man in the receptionists chair got a good cleaning.  With a huge portion of my day burnt up, I felt I could finally head home.   
 
   After buttoning up my coat, I grabbed my scarf and flung it around my neck.  I waved and said “Bye!” to Rick and he replied by looking back down at his paper and waving with his arm straight up in the air.  
 
   Walking down the hall towards the front exit,  I paused just before the door.  Listening, I heard cars and distant voices.  It sounded as though the planet had populated since the morning.  
 
   I stepped out the door and the sun was low in the west, beaming through fluffy gray October clouds.  I was too busy in my cleaning and organizing spree to notice it had rained that day.
 
   Taking my time walking to my car, I scattered gravel from the parking lot with my feet along the way.  I felt so distant from everything that I wasn’t sure what any of it meant anymore.  I was supposed to go home, turn on the television, and let it all drift away into commercials and sitcoms.  I was supposed to go spend all of that money I made, get the newest this and the latest that.  I was supposed to paint my walls and care about fashion.  If only I’d spend some time in the spa, I’d be as gorgeous as my mother told me over and over that I could be if I just tried a little. 
 
   Standing next to my car, I looked up at the dark sky, searching for stars through the moonlit clouds.  I gave up the search and looked down at the dark sea of gravel in the parking lot.  I imagined myself as one of the tiny rocks, sitting amongst a sea of others.  Then, I realized it was worse than that.  I was one among billions.  
 
   I thought “Even if I am going crazy, does it even matter?”  I shivered, not just from the cold.  Throwing the door of my car open and closing it behind me, I started the ignition and cranked the heat up.  I shook off the feeling as the car warmed and thought about being home in my cozy bed with George purring at my back.
 
   


 
   
  
 

II
 
   Holy Trunk
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up in the morning, late in November to the phone ringing.  I left my half eaten bowl of cereal at my little oak table and picked up the phone.  
 
   “Hello.” I said, staring off into the distance to the view out the front window.  Fog was hanging over the mountains like a drape, bright white from the sun rising behind it.
 
   “Em-mily!” My mom yelled through the phone.    
 
   I stabbed at the down arrow on the volume button of the phone.
 
   “Hi Mom.” I said, after taking in a deep breath.
 
   “I haven’t heard from you in over two weeks.” she said.  “Why do I always have to call?”
 
   “I do call you.” I said.
 
   “Thanksgiving?” she asked.
 
   “Should I come up?” I asked. “You aren’t thinking of making a turkey are you, for just the two of us?”
 
   “Of course.” she said.  “It just wouldn’t be right if I didn’t.”
 
   “I’ll head up the night before Thanksgiving after I get off work.” I said.
 
   “I can’t wait to see you, dear!” she said.
 
   “You too mom.” I said, moving my hand towards the phone receiver to end the call.  “Take care.”
 
   “Oh wait, Emily, don’t hang up!” she shouted.
 
   “What, mom?” I asked, tapping my left foot on the floor.
 
   “How are you doing, really, sweetie?” she said with concern in her voice.  “I worry about you.”
 
   “I’m fine mom.” I said, hunching my shoulders over and leaning my elbows on the counter.  “You shouldn't worry about me, really.  I’m happy, I have George here with me.”
 
   “I wish you’d trade that cat in for a man.” she said.
 
   “Where’s your man, Mom?” I said with a snarky tone. “At least I have a cat.”
 
   My mom laughed a deep laugh and said “Oh honey, you’ve got me there!”
 
   We said our goodbyes, and I hung up the phone.  Sitting back down at the table, I contemplated my trip to mom’s house in Portland.  I considered taking George with me, but my mom thought cats were bad luck.  
 
   My mom had been superstitious since I could remember.  She had salt in her window sills and crosses on the walls in every room.  If zombies or vampires ever attacked, my mother would be prepared.  
 
   She didn’t want me to leave the house without her when I was a little girl, and she would see me to the entrance of a private Catholic school every morning.  We weren’t even catholic.  
 
   She kept me locked away until my teenage years until we had intense arguments ending with me slamming the front door.  I would take off to the library and spend hours on end reading books or wandering downtown and exploring all the shops.  
 
   The arguing stopped after a while and she would just watch me leave without saying a word.  She would look at me with watery eyes.  I felt bad, but I also felt that a life locked up in the house with my mom was not healthy for a girl my age. 
 
   I knew she was lonely.  I was all she had.  Her parents had long since passed away, and she was an only child like me.  No aunts, cousins, or any other relative to speak of.  
 
   My dad died in a car accident while she was pregnant with me.  He left her with a large estate, and enough money to survive without working for the rest of her life.  I knew that’s why she didn’t want me to leave because she was afraid of losing me like dad.  As for the superstitious stuff, I wasn’t sure what that was about.
 
   Swirling my spoon around my soggy cereal, I stared into the bloated flakes.  Lifting my spoon to my mouth, I forgave the flakes for their awful texture because I didn’t want to waste an entire bowl of cereal.  Thankful when all of it was gone, I got up from the table and placed my bowl in the sink.  
 
   While I washed out my dish, George arrived at my feet, rubbing against my leg and purring.  Kneeling down, I stroked him across his back and thought about the trip again.
 
   George would have to be left alone for a few days.  I didn’t like leaving George alone, not because he wasn’t safe or didn’t have enough food and water - but because he’d hold it against me for weeks when I got home.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Closing the top of my full suitcase, I noticed George in the doorway of my bedroom.  As soon as George saw the suitcase, he knew what was up.  I spent my last few minutes with him sitting in the middle of the living room with his back turned towards me, tail twitching. He finally let me pet him goodbye, and he let out a stifled purr.  
 
   After throwing my suitcase into the musky smelling trunk of my car, I got in and turned the key in the ignition.  I left town and merged onto Interstate 5 early enough to see the sun set while my car climbed high into the mountains.  There were trees and mountains as far as the eye could see, and fog was hanging in the folds of the mountains.  Through my cracked window I could hear the sound of my tires on the wet pavement and breathed in the cold damp air.  I felt so alive there.
 
   By the time I rolled into Portland late into the evening, my butt was aching from sitting for so long.  When I approached the City of Portland after hours of driving through the dark mountains, it seemed like a beacon of civilization with its tall buildings and lights sparkling like a great sea of fallen stars.  
 
   Sighing, I shifted in my seat and watched the mileposts to look for my exit.  Traveling up to the hilly side of town where my mom lived, I found her street and parked my car in front of her house.  The sound of driving on the road for so many hours whooshed in my ears.  
 
   Her house was a beautiful three story town-home, with dusty bricks and covered in ivy. There was a little wrought iron fenced garden out front, with a pond surrounded in angel statues.  They were all praying.  I stopped to watch the giant goldfish swim around the pond when the front door flew open.
 
   “Emily! Oh, Emily!”  My mother stood in the doorway with teary eyes and open arms.  Had it been that long?  It had been a year since I saw her in person.  I’d been so busy. 
 
   I pulled my suitcase up the porch stairs and gave her a warm hug.  She didn’t let go for a while and it felt awkward.  I had theorized that was exactly the point she ended her hugs, on purpose.
 
   She led me to the guest bedroom and told me I should get to bed, like I was twelve and nothing had changed.  She had planned on getting up early to put the turkey in and insisted that I be up to join her.
 
   I laid out my pajamas on the four poster bed covered in frilly, white eyelet covers.  The bed-skirt, pillow shams and the curtains all had the same matching white eyelet ruffles. The walls were a pale blue. A five foot bronze cross depicting the crucifixion of Jesus was hanging on the wall at the head of the bed.  
 
   “Jesus” I said, stunned by the sheer size and the disturbing image of the crucified man with his head hanging.  My mom was so weird.  She didn’t even go to church.
 
   Sinking into the soft, fluffy mattress I faded away. When I became conscious again, I recognized the sound of my mom singing.  I wrapped my blanket around me and headed down the stairs towards the noise and found the kitchen with lights ablaze.  She was stirring and swinging her hips and singing some bubbly show tune.  
 
   I looked nothing like her.  My mom, Ellen, had natural blond and straight hair, which was fading out to white in some places.  My hair was light brown with natural, unruly waves. 
 
   She had a gorgeous body, even for a woman in her fifties, with curvy hips and a busty chest.  My hips were narrow, and boy like.  My chest was full, but nowhere near the “busty” category.  She was five-foot-four, and proportional.  I was five-foot-six, and way too leggy.
 
   Her eyes were small and brown, and mine were big and green.  She also had a cute spray of freckles across her nose that made her appear young and cute, despite her age. For years when I was a kid, I’d search in the mirror for freckles like my mom had.  I didn’t have a single freckle to speak of.
 
   I often wished I knew what my father looked like.  Mom said its bad luck to keep pictures of the dead.  I didn’t know what anyone I was related to looked like, except for her.  
 
   We cooked all morning, with her ordering me around the kitchen and me bustling about to meet her demands.  
“Stir this,” she said, and “Don’t burn that!”  
 
   By late afternoon we sat down to feast on the big turkey along with stuffing, yams, mashed potatoes and gravy.  I could hear the grandfather clock in the corner ticking as we bowed our heads, and she prayed our thankfulness.  
 
   I avoided her questions about my personal life by making as much conversation about her as possible.  I found she joined a new quilting club, and she’d been spending time with friends she’d made.  Strange, it seemed after all those years she was getting a life of her own.  
 
   “Emily, I know what you’re doing.” she said.  “Tell me, what have you been up to?  In love with anyone yet?”
 
   She made her face concerned at first, but then a wicked grin erupted across her face.
 
   “No mother.” I said.  “I haven’t even been dating.  I’ve just been working.”  
 
   I slouched into my chair.  
 
   She leaned forward, a concerned look on her face.  “When was the last time you saw a man?”
 
   I wanted to think of something funny to say to her about the last time I saw a man, but the only thing I was coming up with was Rick.  He was a man I saw practically every day, but I didn’t want her to think there was something between us.  Tapping my index finger on the table,  I searched my mind.  
 
   “I saw a guy in the coffee shop the other day, and it was weird, because I was looking right at him and had a hard time seeing him.” I said.
 
   She dropped her fork into her potatoes, with a vacant look in her eyes and said, “Do you remember anything about him?”
 
   That wasn’t the reaction I expected.  
 
   “Well,” I said. “He had dark hair, almost black.  He was pale, probably paler than me.”  
 
   She just sat there without moving for some time.  
 
   “Oh jeez mom.” I said. “It was nothing.  It was probably the lighting in the room.  I was just trying to be funny.  Please don’t get out the holy water.”
 
   She shook her head at me.  
 
   “Oh Emily,” she said. “Don’t even go back to that place.  You have to stay here…”  She trailed off whispering prayers under her breath with her eyes closed.
 
    “Mom.” I said in a gentle voice.  “I think you’re losing it.”  
 
   She lifted up her chin, fire in her eyes.  “You have to stay away from him.  You see him, you run.  Understand?”
 
   “You know this man?” I said. 
 
   I felt like was floating.  That was about as strange as it got, right there at Thanksgiving dinner with my mom.  
 
   “He is an abomination.” she said, with venom in her voice.  She slammed her fist down on the table.  “He is the devil himself.”
 
   It was my turn to sit there unmoving and silent.
 
   To my relief, she picked up her fork and knife and ate again.  I poked at my turkey with my fork for a few minutes and broke the silence with an “I love you, mom.”
 
   “I love you too, sweetie.” she said.
 
   The tension in the air died down.  I was used to conversations with my mom taking bizarre and dramatic twists, but this one was a intriguing.  
 
    I diverted the subject to less dramatic things, like day-after-Thanksgiving shopping.  She had grand plans for shopping all day at the mall, but I talked her into going to Powell’s Books.  
 
   Powell’s was my most favorite bookstore on earth.  It was an entire city block; an absolute paradise of books.  If they allowed it, I would spend an entire weekend there and camp out in a sleeping bag in their aisles.  I knew I would be dragged into hobby shops and clothing stores with Mom, but the bookstore would make it all worthwhile.
 
   We spent the rest of the day cleaning up the feast and placing leftovers in plastic containers.  We didn’t have to worry about meals for the rest of the weekend. 
 
   She fell asleep in her recliner, holding on to the neon purple scarf she was knitting for me.  I smiled, trying to picture myself wearing the scarf. After setting her knitting work aside, I covered her up with a soft, pink throw blanket.  
 
   Tip-toeing around, I shut off all the downstairs lights.  I crept up the stairs and crawled into bed with one thing on my mind.  I would not be satisfied until I found “the devil” from the coffee shop.
 
    
 
    
 
   My Mom spent the entire weekend trying to convince me to move in with her.  I kept telling her I had a great job I couldn’t leave, I was a grown woman, and the boogie man wouldn’t get me.  She made me promise to never speak to the strange man, and to at least try to date again.  I had intended to break those promises, but she was a feisty woman and I didn’t think she would let me out of the front door.  
 
   I popped my trunk and loaded in my suitcase.  As I was about to close it, the front door of the house flew open.  I startled and backed up right into a deep puddle.  Great, wet socks.  
 
   “Wait!” She came rushing down the stairs with an armful of what looked like white sheets.  She gave me a somber look as she pulled back the sheet and revealed the giant bronze Jesus cross from the guest room.  “Take this.”
 
   I burst into laughter. “Mom. Really?”  
 
   “Do it for me.” she said.  “Please.  So I sleep better at night.”  
 
   I looked at her and her eyes were serious.  I sighed and loaded it into the trunk on top of the suitcase without saying a word about it.  
 
   “Really mom,” I said “you have nothing to worry about.  I promise.”  
 
   I kissed her cheek and wrapped my arms around her.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

III
 
   Chasing the Devil
 
    
 
    
 
   Sitting in the parking lot in my car in front of the coffee shop and book store in Medford, I watched people coming and going.  I noticed nothing out of the ordinary, but then again I wasn’t very skilled at stake-outs.
 
   The smell of coffee wafted into the cracked window of my car, calling to me, so I did the only reasonable thing and went into the coffee shop and ordered a vanilla latte.  I sat down and pretended to read the newspaper, looking up every half minute or so to take stock of the people in the room.  I looked, and I waited.
 
   Taking the last frothy sip of my drink, I lingered for a while, and then pushed my way out the door and into the cold.  I felt disappointed.  I knew it was weird, but the impulse to look for the stranger was overwhelming. 
 
   Despite the absurdity of it and the fact that the man was most likely just a stranger and nothing more, I couldn’t stop thinking about it.  Something inside me, some sort of illogical side, was taking over.  I continued to return to the bookstore every other evening.
 
   On the third evening of staking out the coffee shop, I sat and read the newspaper from front to back, making stealthy glances at the slightest sound of shuffling or movement in the room.  
 
   Sipping my cold coffee, I knew I’d been there way too long.  I would have to leave.   Slapping the newspaper down on the table next to me, I looked over at it and scowled.
 
   Someone sat down next to me.  I froze.
 
   “Stood up?” he asked.
 
   I turned and met the gaze of a very handsome man with ashy blond hair and deep brown eyes.  My cheeks flushed, and I put on an innocent face.  “Um.” I said. “No, actually. Why?”  
 
   He smiled.  I found him slightly attractive and scolded myself for thinking so.  He wasn’t even my type, which I could tell by his shiny white tennis shoes and his sporty t-shirt with a logo I didn’t recognize.  By the looks of his huge biceps, he spent a lot of time “working on himself” at the gym.
 
   “Well.” he said with a smile.  “You’ve been here the last hour peering around like you’re looking for someone.  Right as I was about to leave, I saw you abusing a newspaper.”
 
   Crossing my legs and flattening out my gray wool skirt with my hands, I felt tired.  I tilted up my chin and looked at him sideways.  
 
   “It’s really none of your business.” I said.
 
   His eyes widened as he tilted his head to the side, processing my rude words.  “Do I know you from somewhere?” he asked.
 
   I looked away and saw him studying me from the corner of my eye.  “Oh God.” I thought.  I’d heard it a million times.  How many green eyed, pale, wild haired women like me were there out in the world?  I had yet to meet one.
 
   Grabbing my coat and leaning on my arm to push myself up off of the seat, I paused when I realized I’d always responded in the same way.  On a whim, I decided I would settle back into my seat.  I shifted my body to face him.
 
   “Where do you think you know me from?” I asked.  
 
   “I’m not sure.” he said, slowly.
 
   Leaning forward, his eyes became vacant and zombie like.  “You just….your face…so beautiful.” He stammered.
 
   I looked down at the floor.  The whole conversation had been embarrassing from the beginning.  That was what I got for operating outside of my norms.  
 
   I shifted in my seat uncomfortably.  After shoving aside my dread I turned back to look at him.  Furrowing his brow, he lifted his hand to rub his palm against his forehead. 
 
   “What were you saying?” he said.
 
   “You said you knew me from somewhere.” I said, drawing circles on my knee with my index finger.  
 
   Looking up at the ceiling, he seemed to be searching his mind for something.  After shaking his head and shuddering, he pushed himself up from his seat.  He looked back at me over his shoulder and said “Sorry” before he walked away.
 
   Pushing the door open, I walked into the parking lot and stopped in front of my car.  The wind picked up and blew my hair back from my face.  It rustled the leaves in the square rows of landscaped bushes.  I closed my eyes for a moment and inhaled the chilly air.
 
   I laughed to myself as I got into the car.  The whole situation seemed nuts.  I’d heard the “so beautiful” thing before, but I had assumed it went along with the “time to get into bed together” part of a relationship.  
 
   On autopilot, I drove home deep in thought.  Headlights from the opposite lane on the highway flashed in my eyes through the darkness as I contemplated my deteriorating mental health.  My stake-out for the devil had come to an end, and I resolved to restore my life back to normal.
 
    
 
    
 
   Feeling the cold bite against my face, I walked into the park early on a January morning.  December had passed by swiftly, and I’d avoided traveling up to see my mom for Christmas, using the bad weather and the icy roads as an excuse.  
 
   Surrounded by a grove of massive sycamore trees on a tiny hillside, I faced the Japanese gardens in the distance.  The trees were bare; the bark looked painted in whitewash.
 
   My soft gray scarf was wrapped tightly around my neck keeping it warm, but my ears burned from the cold.  Watching my breath turn into fog as I exhaled, I slipped my bare hands into the pockets of my black wool pea-coat to warm them.
 
   It was a quiet morning.  Lithia Park in Ashland was a place of peaceful solitude that time of year, and that early in the morning.  I heard the sound of a man walking his dog on the street below, by the sound of his dog’s collar going clink, clink, clink as they walked along.  Only locals walking their dogs and hardcore joggers were out in this frigid weather.  The few people in the park that morning had a destination, but not me.  
 
   Picking up a little stone, I threw it as far as I could.  It ricocheted off of a tree close by and settled on the ground.  Staring into the shadows where it had landed, I felt vacant.
 
   The coffee shop entered my mind, where I had spent so many days waiting for something, anything out of the ordinary to happen again.   I had studied every face there, coming and going.  They had all looked the same, nothing out of the ordinary.
 
   Normally I’d retreat to working more when things felt disappointing, uncomfortable, or lonely.  That day was different.  Putting aside my previous resolution to return to normal life, I walked out my door and went a different direction.  I was planning to go to work a few hours early, but after staring at my parked car for a while turned and walked up the street.  I’d wandered past the busy plaza and up into the park.   
 
   Hearing the sound of my heart beating, I stepped through the shadows of the rows and columns of trees that seemed more like a roman cathedral than a grove.  Brushing my fingertips across the smooth trunks, I inhaled and exhaled deeply.  The fog from my warm breath in the cold air hovered around me.
 
   Facing the sunlight from the rising sun, I closed my eyes and felt the warmth on my face.  I stood there for some time, aware of the feeling of simply existing.  In that moment, I felt like I’d been so many strangers to myself.  Sometimes I still believed there was more to the world than I could see, and other times I knew there wasn’t.  “Who am I?” I thought, feeling lame for being twenty-nine years old and still asking myself that question.
 
   Descending the hillside of the grove, I stepped down the street and made my way towards home.  As I was walking along, I took a closer look around me.  The plaza with its shops had become such familiar scenery that I normally walked through the area with tunnel vision.  It was relatively quiet that early, and most of the shops other than the coffee and breakfast sort were closed.
 
   I passed by the plaza and crossed the street, taking a fresh look at my surroundings for the first time in years.  I normally went down one more block, and then up the street to my apartment, but that time I went up the opposite side.  
 
   Walking slowly with my hands in my pockets, I peered into each of the closed shops: children's clothes, chocolates, fancy shoes, and then a door to what appeared to be shops on the interior.  I’d never been in there before.  I stood there looking in, hands in my pockets, cold breath making fog on the window.  Then I had an impulse, reached down and pushed on the door handle.  It opened.
 
   I walked in and saw an art gallery on the right that was dark inside and locked up.  Everything was so quiet.  I walked down to the end of the hall, observing works of art for sale in the hallway.  
 
   At the end of a hall, there was a rocky fountain built into the wall, and full of pennies.  I looked left, and right, and both were dark halls with closed doors at the end.  The left hall led to a dimly lit EXIT sign.  
 
    Meandering back the way I came in, I peered into a shop on the right.  I was startled to find it open, well lit, and with with a man at the very end of the shop behind a counter.  I didn’t see it at all on my way in.  
 
   He was looking right back at me.  He had short brown ringlet hair, and deep brown eyes locked onto me uncomfortably.  I could only see him in pieces, like the man in the coffee shop.  It was like he was out of focus, but I could briefly focus on a piece at a time.
 
   Feeling like I got caught doing something strange, I tried to act natural. Smiling like I was a cheery shopper, I walked into the shop.  Aware of him watching me, I peered into the glass counters.  
 
   The jewelry was beautiful.  Silver and jewels, forged together in the most stunning way.  My eyes landed on a necklace, that had a tiny silver locket that looked like it was covered in tree roots.
 
   Looking up, I saw the out of focus figure of the man on the other side of the counter.  I hadn’t heard him approach.  All I could do was look down at the locket, and mumble “beautiful.”
 
   “I can hear your heart beating.” he said.  
 
   Speechless, I stood motionless looking down at the locket.  I was beginning to feel overheated in my winter clothes.  Looking up at the figure, I saw his brown eyes looking into my eyes.  I felt a feeling of familiar and then in one swift, overwhelming rush he came into focus.  It felt like being hit with a tidal wave directly in the face.  
 
   His hair was short, full of brown curly locks.  His skin was ivory, like mine, set with big brown eyes, a concerned brow, and a very Roman like nose.  He was distinct, proportional, and beautiful.
 
   “Would you like to try it on?” he asked.
 
   I remembered I was in a shop and it was a perfectly reasonable question.  Had I been hearing things a minute ago? 
 
   “Yes, please.” I said.
 
   He removed the necklace from the back of the case and then made his way around the counter.  He walked behind me and then brushed my hair in one sweep over my shoulder.  It left a warm, tingling trail everywhere his hand brushed against me. 
 
   Feeling the necklace fall to my chest, the back of my neck tickled as he clasped the necklace.  I touched the necklace on my chest and looked down at it for a moment.  
 
   “How much is it?” I asked.
 
   Before I could finish my sentence he was standing in front of me.  Feeling his eyes on me, I kept mine locked on to the shining silver of the necklace.
 
   “How much?” He asked back.
 
   Not knowing what to say,  I just stood there, trying to process an appropriate answer.  He reached up and touched my fingers that were still on the locket.  My heart raced, and my breathing felt shallow.  I felt lightheaded.  
 
   His hand was warm, and I felt a strong impulse to reach up and touch him with my left hand.  I placed my left hand in my pocket.  
 
   “You shouldn’t be here.” he said, gently.  
 
   Looking up from the silver locket, I met his eyes again.  I felt like I was falling backwards, inside myself.  “I am here.” I said, breaking away from the idea I was just a shopper and he was just a shop keeper.  
 
   “You should keep the necklace.” he said.  “But the day is starting and you can’t be here.  I don’t know what they would do.”
 
   I wasn’t sure who they were, or how to even respond.
 
   “Please come back.” he said with a smile.  “I want to see you again, please.  But you have to go now.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile.  He took my hand in his, and I wanted to keep it there.  Everything inside me wanted to stay in that surreal moment.
 
   He led me towards the door, turned to face me, and held both of my hands in his.  “Goodbye.” he said.
 
   “Goodbye.” I said.
 
   Pulling myself away was difficult, but I knew it was the proper thing to do after a goodbye.  I slowly pulled my hands from his, with a tingling rush shooting up both of my arms, dizzying.
 
   He held open the door for me, and I walked out, floating inside of myself.  I felt myself emerge from the building and out into the cold.  I felt alive.
 
   Jogging toward my apartment with my gray scarf flapping in the wind behind me, I reached up to touch the necklace as though it would disappear at any moment.  My heart felt like it would beat right out of my chest.
 
   Locking the deadbolt of my apartment door behind me, I stood in the entryway with my chest heaving. Wandering into my book room with my hand over the locket on my  chest, I sat on the dusty blue chaise lounge.  
 
   Closing my eyes, I could feel my heart beating under my hand that rested over the locket on my chest.  His words, “I can hear your heart beating,” played in my mind.  I felt a rush, like I had just consumed a whole pot of coffee, and my heart raced. 
 
   George hopped up next to me, with a loud thwump and a “prrrbt mrow” as he landed.  His landing startled me back into reality.  Letting go of the locket, I put my arm over him and reached under his ear to scratch.  He leaned into me and purred loudly.
 
   After George fell asleep, stretched out across the lounge chair like a long ferret, I knew it was time to go to work.  I drifted down the stairs, into my car, across town, and through my day.  It felt like a tiny flicker, and then I was back in my entryway, locking the same door as I’d unlocked on my way out.
 
   Wandering into my room, I reached up to touch the locket.  The novelty that it was still there, solid, had not worn off.  Crouching down at the end of my bed, I sat in front of my big old trunk.  Lifting the lid, I remembered having it in my room since I was a little girl.  It looked like something from a pirate ship.  It was the one thing I had that was my Dad’s though none of its contents were his.
 
   Pulling out blankets and sheets, I tossed them around me.  On the bottom was an unorganized pile of my childhood treasures.  There were pictures cut out of magazines, a silver barrette, and a broken string of artificial pearls.  I gently lifted my treasures and pulled out the large scrapbook from underneath.
 
   It had a brown leather cover, with an intricate “E” in calligraphy, for Emily.  My mother made it for me when I was born - not your typical pink baby book.
 
   The first page was a picture of me, one day old.  I was so tiny and soft looking, with a little tuft of my future wild hair.  It was much lighter when I was little, almost blond.
 
   Next to the picture was a copy of my birth certificate, written in pretty cursive.  I was born on September 19th, 1980.  Emily Augustine Williams.  My mother was Ellen J. Williams.  I traced my fingers over my father’s name.  
 
   Nicholas York was his name.  My parents were never married, and my mother gave me her last name.  He had died well before I was born.  
 
   Flipping through the pages, they were all of me and my mother, or my childhood home.  Not one picture was of my dad.  Of course I knew there wouldn’t be, but I inspected every detail of every picture, hoping for even a tiny clue of where I came from.
 
   Closing the book, I sat it on the floor next to me.  Easing myself down, I rested on my back in the middle of the mess of blankets and sheets.  I closed my eyes.  
 
   Picturing the face of the man in the jewelry store, I wished I had asked him his name.  I replayed over and over every second of the few minutes with him.  Every move and every touch replayed until I drifted off to sleep and woke up at dawn.  I dragged my feet into the living room and turned on Dido’s Lament from the opera by Henry Purcell.  
 
   Twisting the long stick to open the blinds, I looked out the window down at the street, and then toward the view of the mountains.  I stood there, with my hands at my sides, watching the sky change from dusty blue to a sherbet orange with the sun rising.
 
   There was something going on with my heart, making my breath uneven and quick.  I kept trying to talk myself out of it, but my talking side seemed to be losing.  I wanted to see him again.  I had to.  
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

IV
 
   Peter
 
    
 
    
 
   I had to go in to work and there wasn’t enough time left in my morning to try to make it to the jewelry store.  Painfully distracted, I went through the motions and barely managed to get the minimum of work done.  I had to collaborate with Rick for about an hour, in which he asked me several times “Are you okay, Emily?”  I mustered up my best “Of course” each time.
 
   Feeling the fabric of my dusty blue chaise lounge with my hands at my sides, I realized that I barely remembered leaving work, the drive home, or getting into my apartment.  Looking over, I saw George curled up, sleeping, on the white throw blanket that had fallen off the back of the chair and onto the seat.  As I watched his plump furry middle rise and fall, I wondered when I could go back to the jewelry shop.  The man had been worried about how they would find me, and I wasn’t sure who they were, or when they’d be there.
 
   Deciding to go for walk, I made my way toward the shop.  The sky was growing dark with the evening, and many of the shops were closing up as the restaurants bustled with the dinner crowd.  I approached the window of the jewelry shop that faced the sidewalk.  
 
   Not wanting to stand in front of the window and stare, I casually leaned on the wall next to the window, and looked sideways into the shop.  There were a few blurry, out of focus figures inside, in addition to my new friend that I could see clearly.  They moved about, peering into the jewelry cases.
 
   Long and wavy, shiny, golden blond locks caught my attention.  I saw a glimpse of soft ivory skin, rosy lips, and then blue eyes that looked straight up at me.  Jolting sideways, I rushed back towards my apartment without looking back while my heartbeat  pounded in my ears. 
 
   With a smile, I drifted into my apartment.  I had found something, finally.  Either proof I was going insane, or proof to myself I had found more to the world.  It didn’t matter to me which one was true.  I felt satisfied.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sitting up in my bed at 4:30am, I was unable and unwilling to fall back to sleep. Ripping off my blanket and throwing it to the side, I felt ecstatic and nervous all at the same time.
 
   After a shower, I tamed my hair, and dressed in my nicest black skirt, with my nicest black shirt, gray tights and my shiniest black Mary Jane shoes. Wrapping myself in my coat, I stepped in front of my hall mirror.  I stood and looked at myself, intently.  I looked right into my own eyes, and it felt familiar.  
 
   With the same overwhelming rush that I felt with the man in the jewelry store, there I was, completely in focus.  I saw myself, wholly, for the first time.  Everything about me seemed soft, and gentle.  My green eyes were so expressive under my feminine smooth brow - my full red lips on the verge of a sweet smile over my round little chin.
 
   My hair wasn’t just “wild,” but wavy, a shiny light brown that set off the softness of my ivory skin.  It flowed in waves over my chest and ended mid-waist.  I held the picture of myself in my mind.  There I was.  I finally held it.  I treasured it.
 
   Locking the front door behind me, I slowly descended the stair well.  Walking toward the jewelry shop, I tried to calm myself down the whole way.  I was riddled with adrenaline, my palms clammy, my body feeling rubbery, and my heart beating wildly.
 
   Throwing open the door, I entered the hall, and then opened the door to the shop with my sweaty hands.  My storm immediately calmed when I saw his face.  He was smiling, wearing a sharp outfit of khaki pants, a white button up shirt and a dark blue tie.  
 
   He darted towards me faster than I could comprehend.  He wrapped his arms around me.  If it were the time before, I would have been stunned, but after so many hours of him running through my mind the day before, nothing felt more natural.
 
   Learning into his embrace, I felt small in his arms.  We stayed there for some time, never for a moment becoming awkward.  He pulled himself away from me and put his hands on my face.  He was just tall enough that I had to tilt up my chin to meet his eyes.  I stared into his dark brown eyes and reached up to touch his brown curly hair with my finger tips.  
 
   “Do you see me,” he said.  “or do you see my beauty?”
 
   “I see you.” I said, wondering what kind of question that was.
 
   He smiled.  “Will you come sit with me in my office?” He asked.  “Can we talk?”
 
   “I’d love that.” I said.
 
   He led me through a door by my hand, to a small room with a desk in one corner and a dark brown couch with a coffee table in front on the other side.  We sat on the couch, facing each other.
 
   “What is your name?” he said, speaking through his smile.
 
   “Emily.” I said, smiling back.
 
   “My name is Peter, Emily.” he said.
 
   We sat there grinning for some time, seeing each others shared emotion in our eyes.  Peter finally broke the silence.
 
   “I can tell you aren’t one of them.” Peter said.  “Everything about you is genuine, I can feel it.”
 
   “What do you mean by one of them?” I asked.
 
   “The Corrupt, don’t you know?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t.” I said, breathlessly and confused.
 
   “You have a mortal heart, yet you walked right past all the forces of nature that should have repulsed you and repelled you from this place.” he said.  “At the very least you are half of one of us.”
 
   “I don’t understand.” I said.
 
   “Never mind that.” he said.  “There probably isn’t much time.  I don’t know what they’ll do when they find out about you.”
 
   His eyes grew wistful, and his smile more serious.
 
   “I want to know you.” he said.
 
   He asked me about my life, and I told him the tale of my sweet cat George, my office, my superstitious Mom.  He seemed intrigued at my Mom’s superstition, and my Dad’s untimely death.  He laughed at my cat’s antics and looked sad when I described how I lived alone with no relations nearby.
 
   He looked thoughtful for a minute and then asked “What did your Mom tell you about your dad?”
 
   “Not much.” I said.  “I’d always assumed it was a painful subject for her.”
 
   “Your Dad is somewhere.” he said.  “He is one of us.  You are one of us.”
 
   “But I am mortal.” I said.
 
   “A little bit.” he said.
 
   “A little?” I said.  “How do you mean?”
 
   “Most children of immortals are born and live a life like any other human.” he said. “But some, in the past have lived hundreds of years, and never grew old, though they could, and usually were, killed eventually by mortal wounds.”
 
   My mind raced at the possibility of living for hundreds of years.  It wasn’t something I’d ever considered.
 
   “I believe you are only a tiny bit mortal...” he said.  “You walked right into this shop like an immortal.”
 
   I was stunned.  I didn’t know what to say.
 
   He then began telling me about his life, and I was floored.  “When I was born, I can remember my first days.” he said.  “My mom looked at me, cooed, and told me I was and will always be.”  
 
   “I learned to speak, and read, and learn at my father and mother’s knee before I could even crawl.  When I began to walk, they took me out of our little home and past our gardens for the first time.”
 
   “They showed me two worlds, one was mortal, cyclical, with rises and falls.  They told me our world was without cycles.  That we were here as stewards, and how we remained unseen from the mortal world despite being in the middle of it.  The mortals were wired not to see us, they said.”
 
   He slowly stroked his warm fingers across my hand.  His eyes became sad, and his brow apologetic.  He looked across the room at nothing.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked, feeling his sadness along with him but not knowing why.  I placed my hand over his.
 
   “A dilemma, inside me.” he said.  We sat there quietly for a few minutes.  I was patient, concerned.
 
   “I am not supposed to talk to mortals.” he said.  “They say I’m too young.  I know I’ve told you too much and I feel torn, a little guilty.”
 
   “You are…” He paused.
 
   He looked me over, and back into my questioning eyes.
 
   “I’ve met other women near my age, immortal like myself.” he said.  “They come into this shop sometimes. Not one of them, not a single one, is like you.” 
 
   He looked into my eyes for some time, like he was searching for something.  “It feels natural to be around you.” he said.  “I feel like I want to share everything with you though I only just met you.”
 
   “I feel the same way.” I said breathlessly.
 
   His sadness transformed to a smile.  I returned it.  Suddenly his lips were on mine, and his hand gently on the back of my head, running his fingers through my hair.
 
   We were both startled by a thump in the shop.  “Inventory!” Shouted a voice in the other room.
 
   Peter looked a little panicked.  He lifted his in finger to his lips, gave me a serious look, and darted into the shop with the door closing behind him.
 
   I could faintly hear their voices in the other room.  
 
   “Do you want help unloading any of this?” said the other man.
 
   “No, no, I’ve got it.” said Peter.  “I know you need to catch your flight this afternoon.”
 
   “Are you okay, Peter?” said the other man.  “You seem a little... off.”
 
   “I’m just fine.” said Peter.
 
   “Well, okay.” said the other man.  “You take care. I will be back on Saturday morning.  Call if you need anything.”
 
   Suddenly Peter was back through the door and dropped himself onto the couch next to me, rocking it slightly.  Whatever Peter was, it wasn’t graceful.  I smiled, enjoying that I had learned another thing about him.
 
   “Phew.” said Peter.
 
   “Are you hiding me?” I asked.
 
   “Well, yes.” said Peter.  “That was my mentor, my teacher.”
 
   “And you don’t want him to know about me?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know what would happen to you.” he said, with concern in his voice.  “They might think it best to take you somewhere, away.”
 
   I felt a surge of fear when he said “away.”  He stroked my cheek with the back of his hand.  “They would never hurt you Emily.” he said.  “We are The Pure, not The Corrupt.  They would only ever want to keep you safe, and to do what’s right.”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean by The Pure or the Corrupt.” I said.  My mind raced with thoughts of his kiss, and complete confusion about everything else.
 
   “In a nutshell,” he said. “There have always been immortals on this earth.  Some have served themselves, and others have served the divine.  Those two groups have grown distinct, and separate.  I belong to The Pure, and we serve the divine.”
 
   He was silent again and appeared thoughtful.  It seemed to be a habit of his.  I wasn’t used to that pace of conversation, but I was beginning to like it.
 
   “I just don’t want to lose you.” he said. “I’ve only just met you.”  He kissed me again.  I was lost in it, with my fingers running across his arms.  I had to go, it was time for him to open his shop and I would have been late for work if I didn’t go.  I asked if I could see him after work.
 
   A smile erupted across his face, almost mischievous.  “Usually I’m studying in the evenings under careful watch with my mentor,” he said. “but he’s going out of town for the week.”
 
   “Ha.” I said.
 
   “Can I take you out to dinner?” He asked, with a big grin.
 
   “I’d love that.” I said enthusiastically.  I walked out of the door with a smile, looking back at him as he held the door open for me.  
 
   I went to work beaming and full of energy.  I could hardly sit still in my chair, tapping my foot and rolling in across the room in my office chair like a little girl at play.  Rick kept looking up from his work with a face that looked both concerned and afraid.
 
   After work I went home and fed George.  I stroked his back as he ate his food, and he purred energetically.  He was finally done being mad at me for leaving him alone while I went to visit my mom.
 
   Locking the deadbolt behind me with my keys, I descended the stairwell to the sidewalk.  There he was, exactly at the time he’d said he’d meet me.  He stood there, hands in the pockets of his khaki slacks, with his white button up shirt neatly tucked in at his waist.  He wore a brown leather belt, and his tie from earlier had been removed.  The top two buttons of his shirt were undone.  
 
   He was intensely handsome, I’d give him that.  It wasn’t what drew me to him though.  His disposition, his big brown eyes, and him was what delighted me.
 
   He turned and put his left elbow out at his side, looked back at me and smiled.  Stepping forward, I linked my arm through his.
 
   It was frigid and cold outside, but he was remarkably warm.  I had to stop and remove my wool coat.  He reached for it, I handed it to him, and he carried it with his right arm.  I linked my arm back through his and we carried on toward the restaurant.
 
   “A private table, please?” said Peter, as we stood inside the entrance.
 
   We were ushered over to a table in the back corner of restaurant.  We ordered mulled wine, Irish stew, and settled ourselves in at our table.  I was surprised that he asked to have the same thing I ordered.
 
   “You eat?” I asked after the waiter left the table. 
 
   “Ha.” he said “I do.” He paused, thinking.
 
   “I see.” he said.  “Yes, why would someone that doesn’t die need to eat?  Well, it’s complicated.”
 
   I smiled and tilted my head, intrigued.  “Complicated?” I asked.
 
   “We eat, we drink, and we sleep.” he said.  “We can even get drunk.  Food sustains us, but in a different way.  We become weak without food.”
 
   “I’m glad you don’t drink blood.” I said, with an uneasy laugh.
 
   “Like a vampire?” he asked.
 
   I nodded, feeling like my temporary fear had been ridiculous.
 
   “Well, there are some that do.” he said, with a serious tone.
 
   “What?” I asked, furrowing my brow skeptically.  
 
   “Many myths in your history ring of the truth of our world.” he said.  “Vampires, wizards, Gods and Goddesses.”
 
   He took my hand in his, across the table. “Some have, and still do, drink blood,” he said. “The Corrupt are unable to draw power from the divine themselves as they have lost their natural connection to it.  So they steal it from those that still have a connection to the divine.  It is in human blood.” 
 
    I shivered at the thought of such monsters existing.  I wanted Peter to be real, but not that.  Our conversation hushed as we saw the waiter approaching with our mulled wine.
 
   “I want to meet your cat.” said Peter unexpectedly.
 
   I laughed.  “Of course.” I said, appreciating the change in conversation.  We moved on to talk about our day to day lives.  
 
   Peter told me about his mentor, and how much he admired him.  He said he’d been living with him and studying under him for over two years, and before that he’d been living with his parents.  Apparently it was normal for the immortals to live with their parents until well beyond one hundred years old, so he’d left the nest early.  He was forty though he didn’t look or act a day older than thirty.
 
   Our food arrived, and we ate our stew and drank up our mulled wine.  We talked long after our food was gone, my head buzzing a little from the wine.  I didn’t want it to end, but it got late, and I had to work the next morning.  Peter promised that we’d meet up before work at the jewelry store for coffee.
 
   He walked me to the end of my stairwell to my apartment.  We kissed a long kiss, and it continued until it became heated and into “get a room territory.”  Peter showed the self control to end it.  I felt drunk, not on the wine, but on his presence and his touch.  I didn’t want to say goodbye.
 
   “I don’t want to say goodbye.” I said.
 
   “I know.” he said, agreeing, and tracing his finger down the side of my chin. 
 
   “Will you introduce me to George?” He asked.  “I promise I’ll behave.”
 
   George normally hid under my bed anytime someone came into the house that wasn’t me.  I explained that to Peter, making sure he knew everyone got that reception from George.
 
   We ascended the stairwell.
 
   “Geooorge, here kitty-kitty-kitty” I called.
 
   George bounded across the house.  He froze, one paw up in the air.  
 
   “Hi kitty!” said Peter, in a sing-song voice.  He got down on the floor on his knees.
 
   George continued cautiously towards us, approached Peter, sniffed Peter’s outstretched finger and then hopped right up on Peter’s lap.  
 
   George began purring as Peter scratched behind his ears. Peter lifted him up and cuddled George close to his face.  “Now I don’t think your cat wants me to leave, either.” He said.
 
   “Let’s sit down for a little while.” I said.
 
   Leading the cat toting Peter into my book room, I waved at him with my hand to sit next to me on my dusty blue chaise lounge.  He planted himself next to me with George and put and arm around me.  George managed to stretch himself across both of our laps, looking unnaturally long.
 
   “You’ve collected all these?” said Peter, looking around at my books.
 
   “Not just collected, read.” I said.  “Ask me anything about any of them.”
 
   Peter smiled.  “You are so different from anyone I’ve met.” he said.
 
   Leaning in towards him, I rested my cheek on his chest.  We sat there talking, late into the night, about my books, and our lives, until we fell asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   The week passed by quickly, and I spent every free hour I had with Peter.  We talked and talked, sharing our own insights and opinions about the world and our lives.  We got along so well.  It’s like we skipped the guarded part that happens when you first meet someone, where you dance around each other’s differences.
 
   I was becoming addicted to our conversations.  Everything seemed so normal until he’d mention something like his Dad was around when the U.S. Constitution was written.
 
   His mentor was returning that Saturday, and he’d be back under his watchful eye soon.  We were going to have to be apart for a while until Peter figured out what to do.
 
   “I have to do what’s right, Emily.” Peter said.
 
   We were standing in my living room, holding hands, preparing to depart for an unknown period.  “I wish I understood.” I said.  “I know there is a lot I don’t know.  It sounds like a lot of careful politics.”
 
   “It is a little bit of politics,” he said. “but it’s also my desire to do good in this world.  Love is good…” He trailed off.
 
   He said the word love, about us.  The word hung in my mind.
 
   “Love is good,” he said again.  “But there is also a greater good, and a balance to things.  I need to research, to understand more about the consequences of my having made myself known to you.  I also have to make sure I’m not serving myself in this.”
 
   I didn’t like that second part.  I wanted to understand.  We had spent so much time together in just a few short days, talking and talking.  We were getting to know each other, and in learning about him I was beginning to understand more about myself.  
 
   I felt like I could relate to Peter, like no one I’d ever met.  Just the pace of our conversations, the long pauses for thought, the things made most people uncomfortable felt so natural to me. 
 
   As he explained away his departure, I felt like I was retreating into myself.  I felt numb.  I worried the world I’d just found was slipping through my fingers. 
 
   It was all a blur as I closed the door behind Peter.  Standing with my face the door for some time, I reached my hand up to my neck to touch the silver locket that Peter had given to me.  I forced myself to move into the kitchen, and to make myself dinner.  I forced myself to shower, and to put on my pajamas.  
 
   As I climbed into my bed, with my heart felt like it was sinking into my stomach.  I felt heavy inside of myself, like I was weighed down bricks and falling into the dark depths of the ocean.  George curled up by my back, purring and warm as I fell into an uneasy sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

V 
 
   HUNTED
 
    
 
    
 
   I poured a cup of coffee without spilling a drop.  Gently placing my feet into my shoes, I glanced at the clock, 6:30am.  I would be early to work.
 
   Shuffling down the cement stairs towards the sidewalk, my feet seemed heavy.  I got into my black Honda Civic and placed my coffee into the cup holder without spilling a drop.
 
   I focused on every single task, on everything in the present moment.  If I didn’t, my mind would fill with Peter, replaying everything over and over again.  
 
   I wanted to see him, but he told me I had to stay away.  I didn’t like it, no matter what the explanations were.  I wanted to understand, but I felt hurt.
 
   Sitting in the tub that evening, I saw George sauntering in to visit.  He gave me a wide eyed look, like I was insane for being immersed in water.  He stood up on the side of the tub and stuck one paw in.  Sitting on the bath mat, he washed his wet paw, and then every square inch of his body.
 
   Standing up with water dripping off of my, I grabbed the towel, dried off and stood in the mirror with it wrapped around me.  Looking at the locket that hung around my neck, I then touched it with my fingers.  It was still there.  It wasn’t a dream.
 
   I got up the next morning and repeated the same thing I did the day before.  The next day was the same, and then the next.  At work Rick and I collaborated on several projects, where I did some of the best work I’d ever done.
 
   Every moment, everything I studied, I put all of my being into.  I’d always put a ton of energy into work, but I was putting my everything into work.  
 
   “Well hello little guys!” I said as I peered through a microscope at tiny moving shapes.  They gave me a wave of emotion, like they were greeting me.  It only felt natural to greet them back.
 
   I heard a chuckle from the other side of the table.  “You feeling okay, Emily?” Asked Rick.
 
   My face felt hot.  “Yes, I’m just fine.” I said.
 
   Rick must have thought I was cracking with my talking to the microscope.  He would have really thought I was cracking if I’d explained to him that I felt like tiny microbes were speaking to me.
 
   Not only did things begin to “speak” to me, but I felt like I understood them.  I had to wonder if I was cracking, but the physical evidence in my successes at work were as solid as the silver locket around my neck.
 
   “It just doesn’t make sense.” said Rick from his desk, without looking up at me.
 
   I stopped and turned towards him.  “What doesn’t make sense?” I asked.
 
   “Every single idea you’ve had in the last two weeks has been extraordinary.”  he said.  “We’ve been hitting it hard, I know, but I’m looking at our notes for over 10 experiments and you seem to be able to predict what is going to happen without any context that I can see.”
 
   He looked up at me and I just held my palms out and gave him an “I have no idea”  look.
 
   “Are you a wizard?” He asked, with a sideways smile.
 
   I burst into laughter.  Rick began laughing with me.
 
   “I don’t know what to say.” I said.  “We’ve had a good week, I guess.”
 
   We made such great progress in the passing weeks, we were called out in a huge All Staff Email for our successes.  It was a nice distraction, and I was able to avoid my feelings about Peter, mostly.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was about five on a Friday evening when Rick let me know he was heading out for the weekend.  “Have a great weekend!” I said.
 
   “You too, Emily.” said Rick.  “Don’t stay here too late, it isn’t healthy.”
 
   “I won’t.” I said, lying.
 
   The front door clanked as it closed, followed by the clicking sounds of Rick locking it behind him.  I thought it was sweet, but it’s not like anyone had ever came into the building with nefarious intentions.
 
   I stared at my desk for a while, swinging from side to side in my office chair.  I had some notes I needed to work on, and I would take my time.  My goal was to pace my work out so I could go home and straight to bed.
 
   Picking up my pen, I wrote softly against the paper.  I was paying special attention to my handwriting lately, telling myself it needed improvement but knowing I was just wasting time.  I wrote my notes at a glacial pace, for hours, until my eyes started getting tired.  
 
   Getting up from my desk and walking to the window, I pulled on one of the slats in the blinds to look outside.  It was dark.  Looking up at the clock on the wall, I saw that it was half past ten.
 
   Crunch, crunch, crunch.  I could hear a car pulling up into the lot in front of the building.  Letting go of the blinds, I froze and listened.  I thought maybe Rick had forgotten something and came back for it.  Walking over to his desk, I looked around to see if there was something I could grab for him.  
 
   Goosebumps erupted on my arms, and I shuddered.  I felt off, something was terribly wrong.  Without thinking I rushed across the room, opened up one of the big cabinet doors that held our lab coats and various equipment, crouching to fit and shutting myself inside.
 
   Slowing down my breathing, I heard clanking of the front door.  I took in a deep breath and exhaled with a sigh of relief, feeling crazy for being in the cabinet.  Only Rick had the key to the front door, and he had locked it on his way out.
 
   My sigh rapidly turned into fear as I felt like everything around me was saying “wrong, wrong, wrong!”  I held myself absolutely still.  I could hear footsteps of more than one person walking down the hall and into the lab.  The footsteps stopped.
 
   “Her car is here, she has to be here.” said a low voice.
 
   “There is no one here.” said another voice. “It’s like she left recently, I can feel it.”
 
   Carefully, I moved my hand up to my silver locket against my chest.  “I am not here, not here at all.” I said in my mind, agreeing with the man.  My breathing was so shallow it was almost non-existent.
 
   It was absolutely silent in the room for several minutes.  “You’re right.” said the low voice, suddenly.  “She is not here at all.  Let’s go, maybe she was in the car that left earlier."
 
   I heard the clanking of the front door again.  They were gone, and I was absolutely terrified.  I opened the door of the cabinet and looked around the room.  I felt sick to my stomach and my instincts told I had to get out of there.
 
   I stepped lightly through the building, switching off lights.  After turning on the alarm system in the building, I locked the front door behind myself.  
 
   Standing just outside the front door in the cold, I observed my surroundings.  My black Honda Civic was the only car in the lot.  Cringing at the loud crunching of my steps as I walked across the parking lot gravel, I got into my car.  I contorted my body to push down on the door locks of the doors to the backseats while my chest heaved and my heart raced.
 
   After turning the key to the ignition, I drove towards my apartment, with my heart beating in my ears like tribal drums.  As I neared my apartment, the more ill I felt, with that same feeling of wrong.  I had no idea where to go, but I knew I couldn’t go home.  
 
   Driving past my apartment I turned left, passed the plaza, and drove into the park.  I parked my car in the lot next to the park, wrapped my scarf around my neck and held my coat tight around me.  It was frigid out, but I shivered more from the fear than anything.
 
   Feeling stupid for walking alone in the dark under the circumstances, I walked behind the plaza, where there were a few low key bar hopping crowds out smoking.  I kept my head low and walked passed them.  As I walked, I felt lost, having no idea where I was going until  I crossed the street and headed toward Peter’s jewelry store.  He asked me not to go there until he contacted me, but I had no where else to turn.
 
   The outside door was unlocked, and I went into the hall.  Everything was dark, to include the jewelry store.  I pushed on the door to the jewelry store, but it was clearly locked.
 
   It was cold in the hall, but warmer than outside.  My eyes teared up as I pushed my whole body against the locked door and it wouldn’t budge.  I slumped down in the doorway, defeated.  Wrapping my arms around my knees, I rested my head on my knees and against the door.  I shivered for a while, and fell into a deep sleep, exhausted from the fear.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “What on earth.” said a voice.
 
   Lifting my sleepy head from my knees I realized I was leaning against the doorway of the closed jewelry store.  Looking up to see dark hair, sleek like raven’s feathers, I recognized the man from before Thanksgiving at the coffee shop.
 
   I looked intently, and his face came into focus.  He was looking at me with green eyes, full of confusion.  “How…” he said with his voice trailing off.
 
   “Where is Peter?” I asked.
 
   “Peter?” he asked. “How do you know Peter?”
 
   “Where is Peter?” I repeated. “Please.”
 
   “Peter went out of town to his Parent’s.” he said. “But how...”
 
   Rising to my feet I said “I need Peter.  Please.  They are looking for me.”
 
   He turned and looked down the hall and out at the street through the glass on the front door.  He looked back at me.  His face looked grim.  “The Corrupt?” he asked.
 
   “I think so.  Yes.” I said.  “They came to my office last night.  I hid.  I almost went home, but I felt like they were there.  I knew they were there.  So I came here.  I didn’t know where else to turn.”
 
   He stood there quiet for several minutes, without moving.  I waited, patiently, but couldn’t bear it any longer.
 
   “Please,” I said. “I need to find Peter.”
 
   He looked me in the eye.
 
   “Emily...” he said.  He looked like he was about to say something else, but couldn’t form the words with his mouth.  
 
   I just stood there, meeting his eyes, wondering if he would ever speak.  “How do you know my name?” I asked.
 
   “I…” he said.
 
   “You?” I asked.
 
   “I didn’t know I would ever have the opportunity to speak to you.” he said, finally. “I don’t even know what to say.  I’d never even imagined…”
 
   “I don’t understand.” I said.  
 
   “I don’t understand how you got in here.” he said.
 
   “I walked in.” I said. “Peter said he thought it was because I am more immortal than mortal.”
 
   He froze, his face harsh. “How much did Peter say to you?” He asked.
 
   I felt sick.  Peter.  I had thrown him under the bus, without thinking.  He wasn’t supposed to speak with mortals, let alone divulge their secrets.  I was tired.  I was frustrated, at all of it.  My eyes began to tear up.  “Peter has done nothing wrong!” I said.  “He is so good and is doing everything he can to do the right thing.  It’s not his fault I walked in to his life.”
 
   His face changed from expressionless to shocked.
 
   “It’s my fault.” I said.  “Blame me, but Peter is blameless.”  I decided the man, or whatever he was, was not going to help me.  I didn’t like his tone about Peter, and I was mad at myself for getting Peter into trouble.  Turning,  I walked away.
 
   “Where are you going?” he said, firmly.  “You can’t go. It’s not safe.”
 
   Without saying a word I continued down the hall.  Pushing open the door with my shoulder, I made my way out into the chilly morning air.  I thought about George, all alone in my apartment last night.  He would be very mad at me.
 
   I heard footsteps behind me, and then at my side as I made my way up the street towards my house.  “Emily.” he said. “Please.”
 
   I kept walking.  “I don’t know who you are,” I said. “but unless you are going to help me find Peter I would prefer if you left me alone.”
 
   “I will call Peter as soon as we get to my house.” he said.  
 
   Stopping, I turned to face him.  “Your house?” I asked.
 
   “I need you to come with me, please.” he said.
 
   “I have no idea who you are.” I said.  “And I need to feed my cat, he’s already missed two meals.”
 
   “I will get someone to go to your place and get your cat.” he said.  “But it’s not safe for you to go there.  You have to come with me.  Please.”
 
   “I have no idea who you are.” I repeated.  I didn’t feel the same initial trust with this man, like I felt with Peter.  Not that he felt bad to me, it was like he was guarded, like I couldn’t tell anything about him.
 
   “I’m…” he said.
 
   Nodding my head, I waited for him to finish his sentence.
 
   “I’m…” He continued.  “I’m your dad.”
 
   I was speechless.  Peter had mentioned my father must be somewhere.  I hadn’t even processed the idea at that point.  My dad was dead.  He’d always been dead.
 
   I thought of my mom and all the pain I’d seen her in over the years about my Dad.  She’d never moved on.  She couldn’t even talk about it.
 
   I studied him while the morning pedestrian crowd rushed by us on the sidewalk.  Feeling frozen in time, I moved my eyes from his raven black hair, to his ivory pale skin, and then his eyes. Gasping, I realized the green eyes staring back at me were the same green eyes as mine.  
 
   He gestured in the opposite direction that I had been heading and I complied by following him.  We walked past the jewelry store, past the plaza, eventually winding our way through the park.  Our feet made a thump, thump, thump over a wooden bridge.  We crossed the street and walked up through the sycamore grove, the Japanese garden, and then up a hill to a residential area.
 
   We walked up the hill, and my legs ached.  I was tired and hungry.  The last time I had eaten was a sandwich for lunch the day before.  My head felt foggy without my morning coffee.
 
   We approached a large, two story house with elaborate landscaping in the front yard.  I could only view pieces of the house through the trees, bushes and climbing plants as I followed him up a stone pathway to the steps of the front porch.  He unlocked the front door, and I followed him in.
 
   There was an entry way with cushioned benches, and hooks on the wall with umbrellas and coats hanging from them.  Above the hooks was a large painting of a landscape scene with an oak tree.  Stopping, I stared at the painting while the man that claimed to be my father removed his shoes.  Turning to look at his sock feet, I then followed suit by removing my shoes and placing them under the bench next to his.
 
   Following him around the corner, I walked into a large kitchen, with forest green walls, white cabinets, and oak counters.  There was a large kitchen island in the center with seats.  He pulled a chair out for me and then walked around to the other side.
 
   I sat in the chair.  “You said you’d call Peter.” I said.
 
   “You’re hungry.” he said.
 
   “Can you read minds?” I asked.
 
   He laughed.  “No one can read minds, not even the immortal.” he said.
 
   My stomach growled and my head ached from the lack of coffee.  I watched him french press and deliver me a fresh glass of coffee.  It smelled glorious.
 
   Swigging down the coffee like a thirsty sailor, I watched while he poached eggs and buttered toast. He served me eggs and toast on a plate and sat down next to me.  I had to control myself from inhaling the toast.  I chewed slowly.
 
   “You hid?” he asked.
 
   After chewing my toast, I swallowed, and then took a deep breath.  “I heard a car pull up and felt like something was terribly wrong.” I said. “I hid in a cabinet.”
 
   “Strange.” he said.  “Are you sure they were The Corrupt?  They should have sensed your presence.  If they were in the same room as you, they should have heard you breathing.”
 
   “They said ‘it’s like she recently left, I can feel it.’” I said.
 
   “Very strange.” he said.
 
   He was silent for several minutes.  Picking up my fork, I began working on the eggs.
 
   “And how did you know they were at your apartment?” He asked.
 
   I took a moment to think.  How did I know, I wondered.  I replayed the evening in my mind while I finished my eggs.  He didn’t seem impatient or troubled by the minutes that passed by before I answered.  I just sat there, staring out at the trees through the window above the kitchen sink.
 
   “I felt they were there.” I said. “The same way I felt them approach me.  It was like...”  Pausing again, I tried to think of how to describe the feeling.  I had been feeling that same feeling a lot in those weeks that had passed, but I hadn’t articulated it yet.  It was the same way the tiny microbes in my microscope were “speaking” to me.
 
   “It was like the air around me was speaking to me.” I said.  “It said, ‘wrong, wrong, wrong,’ but without words.”
 
   “Ah,” he said, seriously.  “Now that makes sense.”
 
   Freezing my fork in mid air on its way to my mouth, I laughed.  If I had told anyone I knew, Rick, or my Mom, about the way things “spoke” to me, they would have been worried.  The man that claimed to be my Dad thought it “made sense.”
 
   After my laughter, I looked over at him and he was looking at me, smiling.  That was the first time I had seen him smile since I met him that morning.  So he had a sense of humor after all.
 
   We sat in silence while I finished my breakfast and my coffee.  Without asking, he poured me a second cup of coffee.  For someone that couldn’t read minds, he was remarkable at predicting what I wanted.
 
   After he deposited the french press carafe on the counter, he stood next to the sink, turned towards the window.  I saw him pull a cell phone out of his pocket, and a few seconds later place it up to his ear.
 
   I thought “Finally, he’s calling Peter.”
 
   “Thomas.” he said.
 
   I thought “Okay, so not Peter.”  Looking into my coffee, I frowned.
 
   “Can you help me with something?” he said.  He said nothing else and placed the phone back into his pocket.
 
   “You said you’d call Peter.” I said.
 
   “You said your cat was hungry.” he said.
 
   I thought about George, and how mad he probably was right then.  I felt terrible, there I was eating my breakfast, and George was going hungry.  “Thank you.” I said.
 
   Moment’s later, there was a knock at the front door.  The man that claimed to be my father left the kitchen and turned towards the entry way.  I heard voices, but couldn’t make out the words.
 
   He returned, and I looked at him with a questioning face.  “That was my neighbor, Thomas.” he said.  “He’s going to go get your things, and your cat.”
 
   After finishing my coffee he gestured towards the hall.  I followed him.  We entered a large living room with a high ceiling.  It was full of natural light.  I looked up and saw several skylights between beams of oak.
 
   A large, wrought iron chandelier hung from one of the beams over the center of a room. Below was a square, oriental rug, surrounded by two couches and three chairs with a large oak coffee table in the center.
 
   I looked to my right.  One wall had two huge windows looking out into the trees into the front yard.  The dark brown curtains were half open, half closed.  
 
   Between the windows there was a tan wall, with a huge 18th century family portrait painting.  They were all very smartly dressed, smiling, and the woman in the painting had her arm around a little boy that looked remarkably like the man that claimed to be my father.
 
   I looked straight across the room, and there was a large, stone fireplace.  While I was gawking at the painting, he’d made his way across the room and was placing logs in the fireplace.  There was a rectangular rug in front of the fireplace, with two armchairs facing each other at either end.  Both had footstools in front of them.
 
   “Why don’t you put your feet up?” he said, facing the fireplace.
 
   Settling into the chair to the left I watched him work.  He stepped back from the fire, without lighting it, and settled into the armchair.  I looked into the dark fireplace at the logs and then noticed a tiny spark in the kindling he’d placed under the logs.  It erupted into tiny flames, then up the logs until they were engulfed.  
 
   The warmth of the fiery logs radiated onto my legs.  It felt luxurious.  I closed my eyes and felt sleep calling to me.
 
   “Peter.” he said.
 
   Jolting awake, my eyes opened to seeing him with the phone up to his ear.  “I have Emily here.” he said.  
 
   He paused, listening.  “No time to explain, Peter.” he said.  “Just get on the first flight you can find.  Don’t worry about the expense, I will cover it.”
 
   He shifted in his chair, placing his phone back into his pocket. 
 
   “Does he know?” I asked.
 
   “Know what?” He asked.
 
   “That you say you are my Dad.” I said.
 
   He shook his head. “I am Peter’s mentor.  No, he doesn’t know.  But there is no supposing, Emily.” he said.  “I am your Dad.”
 
   “My Dad is dead.” I said, smoothing my skirt out over my legs.
 
   “I didn’t die.” he said.
 
   Feeling a storm of emotions erupt inside of me I said “So you abandoned us, then.  I think I prefer the story where you died.”
 
   “I…” He trailed off.
 
   We sat in silence for some time.  Listening to the crackling of the fire, I calmed down inside, slightly, but I couldn’t accept the narrative of my Dad abandoning me voluntarily.
 
   “When you were first born,” he said. “I followed you around practically everywhere.  You seemed so fragile, so mortal.  I held you, often, after your mom went to sleep.”
 
   I thought “You were lurking around in our house when Mom thought you were dead?” I held my tongue, and just listened.
 
   “Your Mom,” he said. “would occasionally catch a glimpse of me.  This happened a few times a year even though I was so careful.  It upset her so badly.  She thought demons were playing tricks on her.”
 
   “If you can’t read minds,” I said. “then how do you know what she was thinking?”
 
   “Well,” he said. “She would often say ‘Be gone you demons!’ and recite The Lord’s Prayer over and over after she saw me.”
 
   “Oh.” I said. “That makes sense.”  That sounded just like my mom.
 
   We sat in silence, once again, and I listened to the crackling of the fire.  One of the logs shifted and rolled slightly in the fireplace.  I stared into the fire.
 
   “Why?” I asked. “Just, why?”
 
   He was silent for several minutes.  I didn’t even look at him.  I didn’t want to look at him.  
 
   “I was never supposed to be with a mortal.” he said.  “I loved her.  I still do, very much.  But it was wrong.  It was selfish of me.  I could never grow old with her.  I could never tell her about our world...”  He trailed off, his voice full of emotion.
 
   He paused for a while, and there was silence again.  I processed his words, but I still felt abandoned.  It was like Peter’s words when he left.  The words were full of good intentions, but I couldn’t escape the feeling hurt part.
 
   “There was also the problem,” he said. “that she may have only seen my beauty and loved me for that.  Mortals don’t usually see us for ourselves when we show ourselves to them.  I wanted to believe she loved me for myself, but it wasn’t fair to her.”
 
   Peter’s question to me in the Jewelry shop of “Do you see my beauty, or me?” suddenly made sense.  Peter must have been wrestling with the same concerns that my Dad had for my Mom.
 
   “My mom,” I said. “Loved you, and only you.”
 
   “Do you read minds?” he said.
 
   I looked at him with watery eyes.  It seemed like he believed he did the right thing, and he only meant to do good.  It didn’t mean I liked it, but it did soften the blow.
 
   There was a knock at the door.  My Dad rose from his chair and into the hall.  I heard the sound of something rolling along the hardwood floor and saw a large suitcase trailing behind my Dad.  His neighbor followed behind, with George nestled in his arms.
 
   Wondering how he made it across town with George, I remembered the first visit where I’d taken George to the vet.  He meowed the whole way like he was being stabbed and peed in his pet carrier.  I stared at the man, that was somehow holding a very relaxed George.
 
   “Where should I put him?” Asked the neighbor.
 
   “Follow me.” Replied my Dad.
 
   He turned to me and gestured to me as well.
 
   We went up some stairs from the hall, into another large hall.  My Dad opened a door to the left, and we followed him in.  He placed the suitcase on a bed.
 
   He gestured to Thomas for the cat and took George in his arms.  He thanked him and then Thomas left the room.
 
   My dad stroked George’s back and then placed him on the bed.  George looked up at me inquisitively and let out a prrrrbt-mrow.  Walking over to the bed, I sat down next to him.
 
   “I want you to make yourself at home, Emily.” he said.  “This is the only safe place for you to stay, for now.”
 
   His “for now” stuck in my mind.  I remembered Peter’s concerns that I would be “taken away.”  
 
   I just wanted to go home, back to my apartment, and snuggle up with George on my blue chaise lounge in my book room.  My only comfort was that Peter was on his way to me, and at least the room I was staying in had the style of how I had decorated my own place.
 
   “I have some phone calls to make.” he said. “Please, make yourself at home.  There is a bath across the hall, you are welcome to use it and put your things in there.  This room is all yours.  Tom left George’s food downstairs, and his litter box.  Oh, and eat anything you’d like in the kitchen if you get hungry.”
 
   Leaving George alone on the bed, I went to go find his food.  He was remarkably relaxed for being in a strange new house.  I’d expect him to be cowering under the bed under the circumstances.  
 
   Padding my way down the stairs, I found George’s food in the entry hall, sitting the bench next to his litter box. I grabbed both and made my way back upstairs.
 
   Looking around for a minute, I wondered what to put George’s food into, and then found his food and water dish inside the food bag.  I filled the water side in the bathroom, and then the other with food.  
 
   After walking over to the bed, I flopped down onto my back, feeling weightless on the mattress.  My eyes grew heavy, and I fell into a deep sleep.
 
   When I woke up, I felt disoriented.  I got up and looked out the window.  It was nearing dusk, so it was probably around dinner time.  My stomach rumbled.  I hadn’t even showered yet though, and I felt gross.
 
   After opening the large suitcase on the bed I found a large portion of my wardrobe, along with most of my bathroom items in a plastic waterproof zip up bag.  I also found my nesting dolls I previously had sitting up on top of my dresser in my my apartment.  I thought it was an odd thing to pack, but after I un-nested the dolls and placed them on top of the bedroom dresser, I felt comforted.  
 
   After placing an outfit for the day onto the bed, I unloaded the rest of the clothes into the empty dresser.  I then gathered my clothes, and my bathroom things, and headed across the hall.
 
   Emerging from the bathroom, I felt fresh and clear headed.  I stepped down the stairs, and into the hall, listening.  I could hear some papers shuffling in a room off the hall.
 
   “Emily.” said my Dad.
 
   Walking towards his voice,  I entered a small office room with bookshelves full of what appeared to be record books.  He looked up from his desk.
 
   “Peter called a bit ago.” he said.  “He was leaving Portland airport. He should be home in about an hour.”
 
   My rush of excitement was followed by anxiety.  I was worried he’d be mad at me, for getting discovered by his mentor.  I didn’t know what to expect, but I could help but feel ecstatic about seeing him again.  I had missed him so terribly.
 
   After leaving my dad to his work, I headed into the kitchen.  It felt strange to look through the cupboards even though I was invited to do so.  
 
   Peering into the pantry, I found some radiatore pasta. There was fresh basil and garlic bulbs in with some fruit in a big basket on the counter.  I stopped and ate an apple, slowly, staring out the window over the sink at the yard.  It was growing dark outside.
 
   Returning to the pantry, I found some olive oil.  I grabbed a pot hanging from the wrought iron rack that held several pots and pans near the stove.  I had everything I needed to make a meal.
 
   After putting together the pasta dish, I heated up a baguette that I found sitting on the counter.  Rummaging through the cupboards I found the plates and silverware and set three place settings out on the counter.
 
   Connected to the kitchen was a long table with benches on the long sides, and chairs on the ends.  As I gathered all the place settings and began arranging them on the table,  I heard the front door open.  Looking over at the clock, I knew it had to be Peter.
 
   I heard the rustling of a coat in the hallway, and shoes plunking down onto the floor.  He stepped into the kitchen, and found me standing there, holding a plate.  He rushed toward me, and wrapped his arms around me, the plate pressing between us.  
 
   “Oh Emily.” he said, breathlessly.  “What is going on?  How did Nicholas find you?”
 
   My dad appeared in the doorway of the room.
 
   “Nicholas found his own daughter asleep in the doorway of our Jewelry store.” said my Dad.
 
   Peter let go of me and turned to face my Dad.
 
   “Your daughter?” asked Peter.
 
   I set the plate down at the table, feeling the tension rise in the air.
 
   “Why were you at the Jewelry store?” Peter asked.
 
   “She was being hunted.” my dad said. “By the Corrupt.”
 
   Peter stood there silent, clearly stunned.
 
   “How…” said Peter.
 
   “I have been aware for some time,” said my Dad. “That there are some of The Corrupt in this town. They watch us, through human spies.  You’d never know you were being watched.  If you were seen with Emily, then you brought her to their attention.”
 
   Thinking of our time together, I remembered how we’d gone out to a restaurant for dinner.  I shivered as I thought of some creep watching us.
 
   “It’s all my fault.” said Peter. “I am so sorry.”
 
   Peter looked like a wounded man.  He stood there with his head hanging, and his hands together in front of him as my Dad approached him, placing his hand on his back.
 
   “Peter, it’s okay.” he said.  “I just wish you would have come to me.  She needed to be with us.  She was becoming more aware of her immortal side, and they would have noticed her at some point and found her.  If she hadn’t gone to the Jewelry store and stayed in its protection, she would be with them as we speak.”
 
   Peter’s shoulders relaxed, and he asked “Can I be alone with her for a minute?” 
 
   “Alone with my daughter?” asked my Dad, sharply.
 
   Peter stood there, silent, and looked down at the ground.
 
   “It’s wrong.” said my Dad. “Whatever you’ve been doing with her, is wrong.  I’m thankful you led her to us, but no, you cannot be alone with my daughter.”
 
   The word “wrong” stabbed through me.  Everything about Peter felt right to me.  I took it as an insult.
 
   “You are wrong.” I said to my Dad, angrily.  “Who are you to say what is wrong with me, or him, or us?”  
 
   I emphasized “us” because there was clearly an us whether or not he liked it.  I let that hang there, and Peter gave me an agreeing look and said “I love her.  Your daughter or not.  I’m not going to stop loving her.”
 
   His word “love” hung in my  mind.  We’d known each other for less than a month, but I was sure.  I was in love with him.  “I love him too.” I said.
 
   My dad stood there, expressionless and silent.  Peter and I waited, patiently.  Peter grabbed my hand with his and I felt relieved he was there. My worrying about him being upset with me was laid to rest.  
 
   “Okay then.” said my Dad, softly.  He turned and left the room.
 
   Peter turned and wrapped his arms around me, lifting me off the floor with a hug.  I laughed as he set me back down onto the floor.  We looked into each other’s eyes for a moment, both of us smiling.  He stroked my cheek and then kissed me.  He pulled away, smiling, and looked into my eyes again.
 
   “I am so glad we are here together.” he said.  “These past few weeks have been painful.”
 
   “They were awful.” I said.
 
   “I’m sorry.” he said, though the words didn’t seem like enough.  I still felt heavy inside.  
 
   “I went back to my parents to research.” he said.  “My mom is one of the elders at the Hall of Elders, which has a great library of the history of our people.  I read and read, and also carefully asked my mom questions, trying not to arouse suspension.”
 
   “The Pure have rules,” he said.  “and the few times in the past few hundred years that they were broken the human turned out to be completely mortal.  The Corrupt have tried for a long time to make one like you, but they’ve always failed.”
 
   His words were all very excited, quick, and I had to interrupt to satiate my curiosity.  “What do you mean they have tried?” I asked.
 
   “They are infertile.” he said.  “They only grow their number by turning the children of the Pure to their side.  We have laws that prohibit us from consorting with humans.”
 
   “Why?” I asked.  “What makes them infertile?”
 
   “No love.” he said.  “There are special conditions required for immortals to conceive a child, and love is one of them.”
 
   “Love is just an emotion.” I said.  
 
   “Is it?” he asked.
 
   Furrowing my brow, I contemplated love.  In my mind, love was tucked neatly into its category of “feelings.”  I couldn’t see how it played a role in fertility.  Maybe it was different with the immortals, but there were plenty of mortals making babies together without any sort of love.
 
   “Anyway.” he said. “I believe we have a very good case to keep you in our world... meaning my world.  I was very worried they would hide you away somewhere, and make you forget me, and forget us.”  He grinned.  “I believe even more so now, from what Nicholas just said.”  
 
   His smile faded.  “Though I’m not sure what to think,” he said. “about him being your Dad.  I’d wondered about who your Dad could be, where he was, and why he’d left you alone all this time.  Are you angry with him?”
 
   “We spoke today, about it.” I said.  “I feel like I understand though it does hurt a little.”  I left out the part where it hurt a little like when he left me those few weeks ago.  I didn’t want him to feel badly.
 
   Peter left the room and returned with my dad to eat dinner together.  No one said much though they did both thank me for putting together a meal. 
 
   Peter and I kept exchanging looks and smiles.  I occasionally looked over at my Dad, and he was clearly uncomfortable with the situation, and just quietly tolerating it.  As the evening wore on, we all sat in silence in the living room.  Peter and I continued our silent conversation of glances and smiles.  
 
   After I announced I was getting tired and got up to go to bed, my Dad asked Peter to sit and talk with him for a while.  Feeling nervous about that, I headed up the stairs.
 
   George greeted me with figure eights around my legs when I entered my room.  I glanced over at the nesting dolls on top of the dresser.  Reaching up to my chest, I felt the locket that rested there.  It was still there, and Peter was there as well.  I felt very comforted.
 
   Softly humming, I made up songs as I stepped into my pajama bottoms and then crawled into the bed.  George hopped up with a thwump and a prrrrbt.  I reached over and pet him, and then fell into a deep sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 

VI
 
   Settling In
 
    
 
    
 
   Cracking open my eyes, I felt something heavy on my head.  That something shifted, and I felt the pad of a kitty paw on my cheek.  That was how George woke me up when I’d slept beyond his breakfast time.  
 
   Throwing back the comforter, I stepped out onto the cold hardwood floor.  I found one sock on the floor from when I’d stripped them off in the middle of the night.  After fishing around under the blankets for the other one, I put my socks on while George rubbed up against my back.
 
   After filling George’s food bowl, I gathered up some clothes for the day and headed towards the hall bathroom for a bath.  Peter was standing in the hall, right outside my door.
 
   “How long have you been there?” I asked.
 
   “Awhile.” he said with a smile.  He wrapped one arm around me and swept my hair back from my face with his free hand.  Then he leaned in and kissed me.  After that he pulled back, looked me in the eyes, and smiled.  Smiling back, I leaned in and put my forehead against his.  I had one hand around him, and the other on his chest.  We just stood there, embracing, as minutes passed by.
 
   After sensing a presence behind me, I grew uncomfortable.  Peter must have felt it too because he pulled away and took a step back from me.  I turned around to see my dad, standing there with his expressionless face.  There was something very intense about that face he made.
 
   “I, uh.” I said. “I was just on my way to the bath.”
 
   Darting across the hall and into the bathroom, I closed the door behind me.  My dad’s silent disapproval seemed worse than if he’d just complained out loud.  Sighing, I turned the knobs on the tub and pushed in the stopper.
 
   Climbing into the tub, I thought about how to go about the day.  I needed to bring up with my dad the fact that I needed to show up to work on Monday - which was the next day.  I also wondered when I would be able to go back to my apartment.
 
   Sitting in the tub until my fingers and toes were like prunes, I decided I had no idea how to talk to my dad.  I tried to imagine him and my mom together.  He seemed so reserved and quiet.  She was so extroverted, and outspoken.
 
   After I brushed my teeth and combed out my hair, I then stepped into a fresh pair of grey tights and a cotton black dress.  Looking into the mirror, I smiled at myself.  It was still such a novelty to see myself so clearly.
 
   I walked back into the hall.  Peter was gone, probably whisked away by my dad. Stepping down the stairs, I paused at the bottom step, listening.  
 
   My dad appeared from around the corner.  “I’m going to head down to the Jewelry store for a few minutes.” he said.  “Peter is already there for the day.”  He looked me intently in the eyes.  “Don’t leave the house.”  He then turned on his heels, his shoes already on, grabbed his coat and closed the door behind him.  I didn’t have a chance to get a word in.  
 
   Sighing, I stared at the closed door.  The door seemed symbolic to me.  I felt like a prisoner.  I knew it wasn’t like that.  I knew my dad was protecting me, but I couldn’t escape the feeling.
 
   Pulling my shoes from out from under the bench, stepped into them.  I wrapped my coat around me.  After opening the door, I let it slowly swing open while I looked out.
 
   It was cold outside, but the sky was blue.  There was a bit of frost on the edges of the plants and the tree branches.  I stepped out onto the porch, carefully, like I might have burst into flames at any moment.  His words “don’t leave the house” echoed in my mind.
 
   Stepping off the porch and down the steps, I meandered onto the pathway toward the street while I took in my surroundings.  I looked around at the quiet yard, enjoying the scenery, until I instinctively stopped just short of the curb at the end of the pathway.  The around me felt like it was saying “not safe.”
 
   Aware of a figure approaching in the distance, I froze where I stood and focused on my instincts.  I didn’t feel the same chill that I felt at my office when The Corrupt were hunting me.  I felt okay, so I stayed where I was and watched him approach.
 
   He was sharply dressed, wearing a grey suit with a white button up shirt, unbuttoned at the collar.  Walked with one hand in his pocket, he had a cadence to his step that seemed carefully engineered to be sexy, just like everything else about him.  His hair was light brown, short on the sides, but long on the top where it was tussled.  He looked like a male underwear model.
 
   Stopping just short of the pathway, he stood on the street facing me.  I instinctively took two steps back.  He didn’t move any closer, but gave me a smile that made me melt a little inside.  Shaking it off, I scolded myself mentally for falling prey to it.
 
   “Why do you stay here with them?” He asked.
 
   “Why wouldn’t I?” I asked. 
 
   He laughed.  “Don’t you find them a little puritanical?”
 
   I didn’t answer, but asked “Are you The Corrupt?”
 
   He laughed again.  “That’s what they call us.” he said, nodding his head up toward the house.  “That is their opinion.  I would call us ‘The Fun.’”
 
   He looked me up and down.  “You are beautiful.” he said with a smirk.  “Though your wardrobe could use a little work.”
 
   Not having any ideas about how to respond, I just stood there silent.  He seemed snarky, but not threatening.  Not having seen The Corrupt when they were in my office hunting me,  he didn’t exactly fit my vision of the creepy sort of character I’d imagined.
 
   “If you come to us, willingly, we will show you a good time.” he said. “Promise.”
 
   He held out a card.  “Call me.  Anytime.  I will come rescue you from this.” he said, waving his hand at the house like he was shoeing away a fly.
 
   He stayed on the street behind the curb and held out a business card.  Approaching him, I stopped just before the edge of the curb again.  Reaching out to where he was holding the card in the air, everything seemed to move in slow motion.  Hearing my heart beating in my ears and my shallow breath, I noticed just how blue his eyes were. 
 
   Quick as lightning he grabbed my hand.  I felt a wave of terror, instinctively pulling back but unable to escape his grip.
 
   “Relax.” he said, with his own posture and expression relaxing.  As he smiled looked thoughtful, kind, and genuine.  He didn’t seem to be pulling me his direction, so I complied.  He leaned forward, and kissed my hand, softly, on the top of my knuckles.  
 
   Time continued to move slowly as I studied his face.  He looked up at me as his lips rested on my knuckled, and the whole moment felt charged with an energy I didn’t understand.  Clinging to the moment, I wanted to know more and to explore that feeling.  
 
   As I became aware of myself smiling, I remembered Peter.  Feeling torn, I focused on my feelings for Peter, shoving the present moment away in my mind, and felt him release his grip on my hand.  I quickly took two steps back, thankful for whatever force was keeping him from crossing into the yard.
 
   “I hope to see you soon.” he said, locking eyes with me.  Looking into his icy blue eyes, I felt lost in them for a moment.  Turning and looking back over my shoulder, I watched as he walked away and disappeared down the street.
 
   Running back up the pathway, I bounded up the porch steps and into the house.  Slamming the door behind myself, I plopped down onto the bench just inside the door.  I held my hand to my chest, feeling my heart beat quickly.
 
   I took off my shoes and my coat and ran up the steps to my room, closing the door behind me and locking it.  Opening my hand, I stared at the card he had given me.  It was a plain white business card with a single phone number on it.  I walked over to the dresser, opened the largest nesting doll that was sitting on top and placed the card inside.
 
   Sitting on the edge of my bed with my arms crossed under my chest, I replayed the event in my mind.  I felt guilty for leaving the house when my dad told me not too, but I wasn’t sure that it was wrong.  Nothing about the male underwear model looking guy felt wrong.  I wasn’t sure I trusted him, but I wasn’t sure I trusted my dad either.
 
   It wasn’t long before I heard the front door opening.  I came down the stairs to find my Dad had returned, hanging up his coat and removing his shoes.  I wanted to talk to him before he ran off again.
 
   “I need to go to work tomorrow.” I said.
 
   “I know,” he said. “But we need to discuss that.  We will take turns protecting you while you work for the next few weeks, but we can’t keep that up forever.  I have a business to run.  I’m going to need you to hand in your notice.”
 
   “But my career.” I said.
 
   I certainly didn’t define myself by my career, but it had been such a huge part of my life for so long.  I couldn’t imagine my life without my work.
 
   “I’m sorry Emily.” he said.  “If things had been different, if I had known, you would know how to protect yourself by now.  It’s just not safe.”
 
   “Okay.” I said.  “Then what about my apartment?”
 
   “Again, I’m sorry Emily.” he said.  “I’m going to need you to put in your notice with your apartment as well.  I’m working on getting your land-line number transferred over to a cell phone.  You should probably give your mom a call.  She left a message on your voicemail, worried.”
 
   “What should I tell her?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t want you to lie,” he said.  “but I need for you to think of something to tell her without telling her about us.  I believe you are clever enough to handle that.”
 
   I felt sick.
 
   “I’m so sorry Emily,” he said.  “I know this must be very difficult for you.  Is there anything I can do to make this easier for you?”
 
   “Will you at least stop hating the idea of me and Peter?” I said.
 
   He stood there, expressionless.
 
   “I love him.” I said.  “And I barely know you.  I don’t understand what your problem is.”
 
   He didn’t move, and he didn’t say a word.  Grabbing the rail on the steps behind me, I sat on the third step from the bottom.  I figured I would be there awhile.
 
   A grandfather clock chimed in the living room.  Several minutes passed.  I looked down at the floor, finding his statue-like stillness unnerving.
 
   “I don’t hate.” he said.  “I just don’t want you, or Peter, to go through what I went through with your mom, Ellen.”  He said “Ellen” breathlessly, and full of emotion.  A tear trickled down his cheek.  I had no clue he had felt so strongly.  He’d spoken about it before like it was just something that “happened.”
 
   “If you could go back in time,” I said. “would you have stopped yourself from seeing my Mom?  Would you have never approached her?”
 
   “No.” he said.  “I’d do it all again.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be here right now if you hadn’t.” I said.
 
   He looked at me and actually smiled.  “I’m glad you are here.  I truly am, Emily.  It’s been painful all these years watching you from a distance, but never being able to speak to or even hug my own daughter.”
 
   I got up from the steps and approached him.  We embraced for a moment, and he stepped back.
 
   “Should we make some sandwiches for lunch?” He asked. “And go eat them with Peter at the Jewelry store?”
 
   I grinned and said “I’d love that.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Things from that point on became less awkward in the house.  My dad stepped back a bit with me and Peter and just stayed out of the way.  Peter and I spent hours in front of the fire with our feet up, talking.  It really softened the blow of losing my career and my apartment all at once.  
 
   I went into work that Monday morning and handed in my notice.  Rick seemed taken aback at my explanation that I wanted to spend time freelancing, and that I had found some opportunities that I just couldn’t pass up.  We had shared in so much success recently, he didn’t understand why I’d leave him.
 
   On my lunch break I signed the paperwork to end my month-to-month rental agreement with the apartment.  I did all of it with Peter quietly following me around everywhere I went.  Forgetting I was the only one seeing him, I kept catching myself looking at him and smiling and then seeing him smile back but shaking his head at me.  
 
   While driving “home,” which I was trying out calling it, Peter was sitting in the passenger seat with his hand on my thigh, with his pinky finger resting under my skirt.   I thought of the “puritanical” description from the male underwear model looking guy and laughed.
 
   “What?” asked Peter.
 
   I looked over at him and smiled, and then back at the road, attempting to concentrate.  Traffic was busy, with everyone getting off work.
 
   We hadn’t exactly “gone all the way,” but there was definitely not a lack of heated, passionate encounters.  Peter seemed to have the control to end things right when we started to take each other’s clothes off.  I respected that, even thought it was bordering on a form of torture.
 
   We arrived home to the smell of dinner being cooked.  We followed the smell into the kitchen and found the table set.  “Just pulling the bread sticks out of the oven,” said my Dad.  “I’m ready when you are.”
 
   Peter and I took off our shoes and coats and joined my Dad at the table.  We were all in good spirits, and my Dad sure could cook a good meal.
 
   As we were finishing up our plates, my Dad chimed in and said “I finally got word from The Elders.” 
 
   “Oh?” said Peter.
 
   “What on earth are The Elders?” I asked.
 
   “The Hall of Elders.” said Peter.
 
   “Okay.  What on earth is the Hall of Elders?” I asked.  I pictured something out of a fantasy novel, with huge arches and wise elves with staffs lined up on golden thrones at the end of a grand hall.
 
   “It’s like...” said Peter, looking up at the ceiling in thought.  “It’s like we are a huge family, and the eldest of the family live together, and sit in a big hall making decisions about what all the children should be doing.”
 
   “You forget,” said my dad to Peter. “that the children are also a part of those decisions.”
 
   “Oh right,” said Peter. “The children are there, arguing with the elders.”
 
   My dad laughed.  “It’s not like that.  Peter is just biased because he is the son of one of those elders.  He’s still hasn’t grasped the larger picture.”  
 
   “There are nine elders, and nine children.  The Children are all volunteers under the age of two-hundred that have committed to spend their time keeping up with modern day issues and informing the elders.  The nine elders are simply the eldest known of our kind that are committed to serving the divine order.  The Elders temper the children with their wisdom of the ages, and the children keep the Elders from losing touch with the modern world.”
 
   “So what does that have to do with us?” I asked.
 
   “We don’t have many laws.” said my dad.  “We believe the divine order requires free will and incentives.  The seedling is not forced from the earth, it is coaxed out by the warmth and the light of the sun.  But, there are some base things we’ve agreed on as law.  I have most definitely broken one of those laws with your mother, and Peter is questionably breaking one of those laws with you.”
 
   “Because I’m mortal?” I said.
 
   “You are, but you aren’t.” said my dad.
 
   “A tiny bit mortal.” said Peter, chiming in.
 
   I felt uneasy.  “So there will be a trial?” I asked.
 
   “Sort of.” said Peter.  “It is more informal than that.  We will all sit and talk for days, and possibly weeks.  A consensus will eventually be reached, and hopefully it will end in all of us coming home and resuming our lives.”
 
   “It will also include a plan for your education and training.” said my dad.  “Traditionally I would take on that role.  I’m hoping they don’t have any other ideas.  It is possible I will be required to do something to atone for breaking the law.”
 
   “It’s going to be interesting.” said Peter.  “When are we going?”
 
   “We’ve been asked to come as soon as Emily finishes her last day of work.” said my dad.
 
   I thought about my upcoming birthday in February.  My mom was probably wildly trying to get a hold of me by now.  She usually insisted I come visit her for my birthday.
 
   “My mom.” I said, completely out of context.
 
   As if he’d read my mind, my Dad got up, walked out of the room and returned with a shiny new cellphone.  “This phone uses your old land-line number.” he said.  “You’ll probably want to be calling her now.”
 
   I wondered how he’d pulled that off without me calling up the phone company and arranging that, but I kept my mouth closed.  Excusing myself from the table I headed up to my room with the cellphone in hand.
 
   Poking at the touch screen for a bit on the phone, I felt frustrated at how hard it was to find just the number pad to call people.  I dialed my mom’s number.
 
   “Hello?” she said.
 
   “Hi Mom.” I said.
 
   “Emily!” she said.  “Finally!  I was so worried about you.”
 
   I bit my lip, wondering what to say.  I was supposed to think of something clever, but I had nothing.  “I’m just fine, Mom.” I said.  “I’ve just been busy with work.”
 
   “Oh sweetie,” she said. “I wish you wouldn’t work so hard.  I’m guessing you aren’t coming up for your birthday?”
 
   “I’m sorry Mom.” I said.  “I can’t this year.”
 
   “Oh, well, alright.” she said, disappointed.  “I’m glad I got to spend Thanksgiving with you anyway.”
 
   “Me too.” I said.  “I had such a good time with you.” 
 
   “You take good care of yourself, alright?” she said.
 
   “You too mom.” I said.  “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” she said.
 
   Holding the phone to my ear after my mom spoke her goodbye, I listened for a dial tone, then stared down at the screen at the menu.  Flipping the phone over, I looked at the shiny white back of it, and then back to the screen again.  After poking at the screen some more, I set it down on my side table.
 
   I contemplated going back down the stairs to be with my dad and Peter, but a big part of me just wanted to be alone.  Letting myself fall down toward the pillow like a tree that had just been chopped down, I set my eyes on the only familiar object in the room.
 
   The nesting dolls stood side by side with their rosy cheeks and floral bonnets.  Noticing the smile on their painted lips, I felt myself smiling.  My eyes rested on the largest nesting doll as I remembered myself placing the white business card inside it.
 
   Playing the event over in my mind as my head rested against the pillow, I remembered the icy blue eyes of the male underwear model looking guy.  There seemed to be an ocean in his eyes, and as I saw them in my mind I felt a wave of emotion crashing against my whole being.  
 
   I let myself bathe in it for a moment and then shoved it away in my mind.  What was left was an empty feeling, and I closed my eyes to escape the vision of the rosy cheeked nesting doll.  Without intending to, I gave in to a deep sleep that took me far away from it all.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

VII
 
   The Hall Of Elders
 
    
 
    
 
   I joined peter in the backseat of my Dad’s car.  We had just finished loading our suitcases into the trunk.
 
   “You aren’t going to both sit back there, are you?” Asked my dad.
 
   Peter and I were both silent.
 
   “Someone needs to sit up here with me,” he said. “I feel like a chauffeur all by myself up here.”
 
   “Oh fine.” said Peter.  He circled around the car and sat in the front passenger seat next to my dad.  Looking out the passenger side window as we departed, I watched the houses on the street go by.
 
   I was nervous.  According to my Dad we had a three hour drive ahead of us before we’d be at The Hall of Elders, and my palms were already sweaty.
 
   Peter shifted in his seat to face me.  “Your heart sounds like it’s going to beat out of your chest.” he said.  “Everything is going to be okay.  Promise.”
 
   Peter was so sincere, and such a comfort to me.  I relaxed a little, smiled at him and asked “How do you hear my heart from all the way up there in the front seat?”
 
   “I listen.” he said.  He was silent for a moment and then said,  “Emily, close your eyes for a minute.”
 
   I closed my eyes.
 
   “First listen to the sounds of the car.” he said.  “What do you hear?”
 
   I slowed my breathing and listened.  “I hear the sounds of the engine.” I said.  “I hear the tires against the pavement.”
 
   “Stay listening to the tires for a moment.” he said.  “Concentrate on that.”
 
   I concentrated on the sound of the tires.
 
   “Now listen towards the west.” he said.
 
   Without thinking, I diverted my attention to my left.  We were heading north in the car, so the west was that direction.  I heard a rush of sounds: cars whooshing by, a car’s turn signal making a clicking noise, a couple arguing about finances, a rush of wind through a trees branches, the caw of a bird, the rush of more cars, and then the roar and crashing of a huge ocean wave.
 
   Gasping for breath, I realized that I hadn’t been breathing the whole time.  I opened my eyes to see Peter turned in his seat looking at me.
 
   “Are you okay?” He asked.
 
   “I heard the ocean.” I said, wide eyed.
 
   Peter grinned.  “We will be there, in just a few hours.” said Peter.
 
   We were on our way to the Oregon Coast, to the Hall of Elders.  I was looking forward to seeing the ocean though it was a very wet and cold time of the year for beach walking.  I was not looking forward to whatever was waiting for us there.
 
   I felt a bit dizzy from the sensation of hearing the roaring sound of the ocean in my ears.  I managed a smile back though I was a little overwhelmed.
 
   “You’ll get used to it.” he said.
 
   My dad interrupted with a scolding “Peter.”
 
   Peter turned forward in his seat.
 
   “You shouldn’t be doing that.” said my dad to Peter.  “She’s not ready for that.”
 
   “I’m fine.” I said to my dad.
 
   “Now that you went and did that,” said my dad to Peter, with an angry tone. “you can be in charge of helping her control it.  She could go mad.”
 
   “You underestimate her.” said Peter.
 
   “I care about her.” said my dad.
 
   “Are you saying I don’t?” said Peter.  “I know her.”
 
   “You’ve known her the span of less than two months.” said my dad.  “That’s a blink of an eye.  You are so young still, you have no concept of time.”
 
   “Would you stop?” I said, interrupting.  “Please.  I am just fine.  I’m not going to go crazy, promise.”
 
   It was silent in the car as we merged on to the freeway.  As I closed my eyes I couldn’t stop listening to the sounds around me.  I knew I had to control it because I’d just finished telling them I was fine.
 
   Slowing down my breathing, I relaxed.  I focused on not listening.  I told everything to hush now.  Everything became quiet, just a dull roar of background noises.   I smiled and drifted into a deep sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Waking up I saw that we had stopped in at a gas station.  I felt disoriented, and sleepy.
 
   “We are almost there.” said Peter.
 
   “How long have I been asleep?” I asked.
 
   “Almost three hours.” said Peter.  “You must have worn yourself out.  Here, have some water.”  Peter shifted in his seat and handed me a water bottle.  The expression on his face was not his usual smile.  As my Dad opened the door and sat down in the driver’s seat, I could feel the tension in the car.
 
   “You said it would be okay.” I said, concerned.
 
   “We all just need to calm down.” said my dad.
 
   He shifted the car into drive, and we made our way onto the highway.  I looked out the window decorated with beads of rain and could see the ocean and tiny stretches of sandy beach between the trees, ferns and cliff faces passing by.  A mist rose up from the craggy rocks where the waves beat against them.  I focused and listened to the sound of the waves in an attempt to distract myself.
 
   Nothing about the drive felt calm.  We sat in silence for about fifteen minutes until we pulled into a gated driveway.  The gate opened, and we drove through lush, fern and moss riddled forest.  The driveway went up and then back down again.  We came around a corner, and a large Victorian style manor house came into view.
 
    “We’re here.” said Peter.
 
   Taking in a big breath I looked around.  You’d never know the place was there from the road side.  The house was surrounded by tall redwood trees, pines, and ferns that were so thick you couldn’t see past them.
 
   Scooting out of the car, I stood up and walked around it to meet Peter.  He grabbed my hand and held it as I stared at the imposing sight before me.
 
   The center of the manor had archways, about twenty feet tall, under which were wooden double doors that were nearly the same height as the arches.  One of the large doors opened, and a woman stepped out.  She wore a long, green cotton dress.
 
   “Peter.” said the woman.
 
   “Mom.” said Peter.
 
   Her face was out of focus to me.  I tried not to stare, but it was unnerving.  I had become used to seeing the immortals clearly, without even having to try.  It was like she purposely concealed herself from me.
 
   “Why are you holding her hand?” asked the woman.
 
   “We are in love.” He declared, with boldness in his voice.
 
   She said nothing, and froze where she stood, with her hand in mid air where she left off her question.  We all stood there for some time, patiently.  I was beginning to understand it was common with these people.
 
   Shifting my weight from leg to leg, I felt like I was moving too quick among a party of mannequins.  I  held myself still and tried not to appear impatient.  The whole situation was beginning to get awkward, and I was getting tired.
 
   Taking in a deep breath, I could taste the humidity of the coastal air.  Turning away from the motionless figures, I realized that I could see the ocean through a space in the trees.  It was beautiful.
 
   The clouds had begun to break away just over the water, and the sea was calm.  I watched the waves and listened to the screeching sound of gulls.  Closing my eyes, I could feel the vibrations of the ocean tide pouring down onto the earth.  It was soothing.
 
   Suddenly I felt unfamiliar hands on my hands.  “Let me see you.” said Peter’s mom.  I opened my eyes and looked up to meet hers.  She came into focus, and I could see her big brown eyes, and long brown curly hair.  She looked a lot like Peter, or, I supposed Peter looked a lot like her.
 
   Not knowing what to say, I just waited.  She looked me over, tilted up my chin with the back of her soft hand, and looked intently into my eyes.
 
   “I see.” she said.  “Well now, this is something I haven’t seen in a very, very long time.”  I couldn’t read her expression at all.  She removed her hands from me, and turned toward my Dad.  She seemed haughty, and I couldn’t help disliking her.
 
   “Nicholas.” she said.
 
   “Selene.” said my Dad, slightly bowing his head.  I felt a little nauseous at the sight of my dad bowing to that woman.
 
   “Emily,” said Peter, holding his arm out towards his Mom. “This is my mom.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Selene.” I said out of pure politeness.  She paused where she stood, facing away from me and toward the door.  She slowly turned around to face me.  She nodded her head and blinked hard like she was wincing.  “Nice to meet you too, Emily.” she said.
 
   We followed her through the giant front door, and into an entryway.  “Everyone is gathering now into the hall.” said Selene.
 
   We took a left from the entry way, and through a large arched doorway.  The ceilings were all about twenty feet high, and as we entered into the hallway I could see why.
 
   We were in long rectangular room, full of chairs all lined up around a large rectangular, faded oriental rug.  The chairs and their cushions were made up of various types of wood and patterns.  Nothing was matching, really.  It was all very quaint.
 
   In two of the chairs at the end of the row sat two very large people, that struck me as massive animated Egyptian statues. They rose up from their chairs with all the others when we entered and I calculated that they were both about sixteen feet tall.  As I stared at the sight of them, I realized my mouth was hanging open and promptly closed it.
 
   “We have decided,” said Selene. “that we would like to speak with Emily first, by herself.”
 
   I gave Peter a pleading look.  He returned an apologetic look and then turned around down the hall.  My dad gave me an apologetic look as well and turned to follow Peter.  I couldn’t help but feel betrayed, as they both left without any sort of protest.
 
   Turning around, I faced towards the immortals, not trying to stare at any single one.  There were nine chairs on the right, and nine on the left.  With my arms hanging in front of me, I placed one hand on top of the other.  My hands were trembling.  
 
   Selene made her way toward a chair, and everyone seated themselves at the same time.  
 
   “Please, come closer.” said a voice.  It was the Egyptian woman.  I looked at her, and she beckoned toward me with her hand that looked as long and wide as my own face.  Walking towards her down the hall, I felt enamored with her beauty and proportion.  As she leaned forward, her shiny braided black hair moved like a beaded curtain.
 
   “Come.” she commanded, with her hawk like eyes glistening.  Her eyes were so dark, and her skin tan, making the whites of her eyes stand out.  I complied as she beckoned me with her hand again.  Standing at her feet, my face reached just above her knees.  Feeling like a tiny child, I looked up at her nervously.
 
   She looked down at me and smiled.  “Calm yourself.” she said, in a soothing tone.  Taking in a slow, deep breath I told my trembling body “hush now” in my mind.  For a moment I could hear my heart pounding in my ears, and then it slowed and quieted.  My hands warmed from their cold sweat, and everything in me felt still.  I looked up at the giant Egyptian woman and returned her smile.
 
   “She shows control.” she said, looking around the room at the others and nodding.  I looked up at the Egyptian man, and he smiled down at me.
 
   “May I see you now?” said a man’s deep voice from the other side of the Egyptian woman, I tried to see him but he was blocked from my view behind massive legs.  
 
   Stepping back and down the hall, I saw a bearded man sitting in a wide chair.  His brassy blond hair was long and thick with subtle waves.  His beard that flowed down his chest was the same texture as his his head of hair, with waves of shiny brass. For such beautiful hair his face was wide and fierce, set with sky blue eyes that had a mischievous twinkle to them.  He appeared small next to the Egyptian man’s legs though he had to have been at least two feet taller than me and as wide as two of me put together.
 
   I stood in front of him while he looked me up and down.  “A beautiful creature.” he said.  “I’d mistake her for a pure blood grandchild of Aphrodite if it weren’t for the beating heart inside of her.”
 
   “I can see why The Corrupt would want her.” said a voice behind me.  Turning around to face the nine sitting on the other side of the room, I looked from face to face. They were all of average size, like my dad and Peter.  They were all exceptionally good looking, but could pass for a human unlike the extraordinary figures that were behind me.
 
   Feeling a tickling sensation on the back of my head, I turned back toward the bearded man to see his hand let go of a lock of my hair.  He smiled and winked at me.
 
   “Come see me now.” said a sing-song voice.  I stepped toward a woman in the next chair over.   She was pale as snow, with platinum ringlet hair.  Her eyes were a pale blue, frosty.  She wore a dress similar to the one Selene was wearing, but it was a pale blue that matched her eyes.
 
   “Now,” she said. “tell us the story of your life.”
 
   “I don’t know where to begin.” I said.
 
   “Come sit with me.” she said, beckoning me with an outstretched hand.  She pulled me into her lap, like a child, stroking my hair with her hand.
 
   “Tell us.” she said.
 
   Rambling, I did my best to tell the room my life story as I paused occasionally to calm myself, because the sights in the room were overwhelming.  From sitting in the woman’s lap, I could see the brassy blond bearded man and the gigantic Egyptians couple to my left.  On my right sat a beautiful, gentle looking Chinese woman.  To the right of her sat a woman on a padded stool, bearing a set of large white feathered wings, like an angel.  To the right of her sat an Indian woman with four arms and long wavy dark hair flowing down her back.  She held one of her arms to her chin, listening, one resting on the arm of the chair, and the other two in her lap.  Next to her sat a large, athletic looking man with light brown, short ringlet hair.  
 
   Selene sat at the very end, with her expressionless face.  If she was anything like my dad, I could read that expressionless face as a deep concern for the events transpiring - most likely for her son.
 
   No one interrupted me while I spoke, and all sat patiently, listening.  The bearded man appeared to be flirting with me, casting me a wink here and there and reaching over to touch my hair.  The blond woman, whose lap I sat in, kept batting his hand away like a protective cat.
 
   I told them about my education and my career in as a scientist.  After that I spoke to them about how I’d always believed my dad had died in a car accident and had not even seen a picture of him before I’d met him just recently.  I told them about my superstitious mom.
 
   I then began to tell the story of walking into the Jewelry store and meeting Peter.  I looked over to see Selene leaning forward in her chair, listening intently with her lips closed tight.
 
   “I felt connected to him, from the first time I saw him.” I said.  “It was like we knew each other, already, before we’d even spoke to each other.”  I told them of all the days Peter and I had spent together, talking late into the night.
 
   “Have you shared a bed together?” said the bearded man, interrupting.  
 
   “No.” I responded reflexively, stunned at the question.  Selene sat back in her chair as though relieved by the news.  I didn’t know how to feel about her body language but I assumed it was because she saw me as not good enough for her son, being mortal and all.
 
   “Emily,” said the man with light brown ringlets, sitting next to Selene.  “we are going to put you through some tests now.  Some of this will be…” He cleared his throat. “uncomfortable.”
 
   He rose out of his chair and guided me from the woman’s lap to the center of the room.  He asked me to sit on the floor, and I complied by sitting with my legs folded under me.  He then guided me to place my arms out in front of me, palms up.  Before I could even protest, or know what was happening, he had a knife out and violently slashed open my wrists.
 
   My blood began pouring out all over the floor and I felt faint.  The room seemed to be turning sideways as I panicked and looked at all the expressionless faces doing nothing to help.  I looked down at my blood oozing in waves down to the floor, began seeing stars, and felt like I was about to throw up.
 
   I was pissed.  They all just watched on while I was about to die.  I thought “this must be their solution to my dad and Peter breaking the law.”  
 
   My heart began pounding in my ears, building up a rage.  I looked down at all the blood and wanted it back.  It was my blood, after all, and they had taken it from me.  So I took it back.  The air around me assisted as my blood returned back up through my open wounds and into my veins as if the whole scene were rewinding.  My skin rapidly healed and sealed in the blood.  
 
   I stood up and onto my feet, still enraged, my heart beating wildly, shooting daggers from my eyes at the man that had torn open my wrists.  He charged at me, grabbed me by my wrists and then flung me high up into the air.
 
   My back slammed up against the ceiling that was about twenty feet in the air, and I looked down at the floor, imagining the impact cracking my bones.  Time slowed down, and I felt suspended against the ceiling in the air with my arms spread out like a bird in flight.  
 
   Holding on to that timeless state, I shifted my body mid air to push off of the ceiling and used the force to make my body spin like a whirling dervish in the air.  I watched the room go by in a swirl of colors and then positioned myself to land softly on my feet at the end of the hall.
 
   “Stop this!” I shouted, seething with anger, my chest heaving up and down.  I felt myself roaring, and a guttural sound emerged from my throat. The adrenalin rushed through me, and I felt the flight or fight instinct take over.
 
   I chose flight, and darted off to the right, rising a foot to kick out the glass in a window, and then out into the chill of the outside air.  With heavy waves of rain pounding against me, I ran into the lush forest, and tore off my coat mid run.  
 
   I didn’t look back as branches and ferns tore against my legs while the forest blurred by in waves of green.  I lost my shirt to the branches, then my shoes to some mud, and the remainder of my clothes peeled away in flying tatters as my skin was slashed and whipped.  Running naked, I ventured deeper and deeper into the woods, in an instinctual trance.
 
   When my body could take no more, I dove with outstretched arms, hands first, into a  large sea of ferns and burrowed my way into some springy moss.  I rolled over onto my back, onto the moss.  I felt the rain lick at my naked skin and allowed it to sooth me.  I slowed my breathing and fell into a deep sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up in a bed, and could feel and hear the crackling warmth of a fire.  Opening my eyes, I looked sideways to see the fire in a fireplace.  I was laying in a bed, and could feel a warm body pressed against the back of mine.  I looked down to see that I was wrapped in a blanket, embraced by two soft arms just under my chest, and then soft white feathers arched over us like a tent.  It was the winged woman from the hall.
 
    I felt like fleeing, but I felt too tired to move.  She stroked my arm and said “You are safe here.”  
 
   “Was that a dream?” I asked.
 
   “No.” she said, with a high pitched voice.
 
   “The forest?” I asked.
 
   “You went far.” she said.  “About thirty miles, but it wasn’t difficult to find you.”
 
   I stared into the fire, while she continued to soothe me by stroking my arm gently.  “How long have I been asleep?” I asked.
 
   “Three days.” she said.
 
   “Peter.” I said, suddenly feeling panicked.
 
   “Peter is fine.” she said.  “Do not trouble yourself about Peter.  Shhhhhh.  He’s in the hall, they have been in there speaking for days.”
 
   I squirmed in her arms, not believing her.  “I don’t believe a word of it.” I said.  “Peter said you’d never hurt me.  He said it would be okay.  That man nearly killed me.”
 
   “Oh Emily, we would have never let you die.” she said in a little girl sounding voice.  “We would never hurt you, he is right.”
 
   My heart began beating fast  “That hurt,” I said.  “Slashing my wrists!”
 
   “Oh.” she said gently.  “It was so fleeting though, just a tiny moment in time.  I don’t understand why it troubles you.”
 
   “That was a nightmare,” I said. “that I will never be able to forget.”
 
   She sat us up in the bed, her wings still spanned around us like a little fort.  The blanket that was wrapped around me fell from my body. I could see that I was completely naked and instinctively tried to cover myself up.  I looked over to see her bare breasts and felt panicked.  “What is going on?” I demanded.
 
   “Are you ashamed?” She asked.  
 
   I didn’t answer.  I just looked looked around me, at the feathers wrapped around us.  “You are beautiful, Emily.  You have nothing to be ashamed of.” she said, still sounding innocent.  
 
   The image of my blood spilling out onto the carpet flashed through my mind before I could even process the bizarre scene I was sitting in.  I remembered the wild, animal like feeling of running through the forest.  I felt sick.
 
   “Immortal children,” she said. “come into the hall to face those same tests.  I’ve never heard one describe it as painful.  I think most of them enjoy making a show of their abilities.”
 
   I felt tears trickling down my face.  She reached up and wiped my tears with the back of her hand. “You are so fragile.” she said, moving my hair back from my face and then stroking it.  “Should we find you something to eat?”
 
   Nodding, I watched her wings retreat from around us and back behind her back.  She looked like an angel, and she grabbed my hands and led me across the room.  Grabbing the blanket, I held it against the front of my naked body, feeling a chill on my backside.
 
   “Now let’s find something for you to wear.” she said.
 
   She helped me get dressed and then brushed my hair.  It was soothing, and dreamlike, to look into the mirror in front of where I sat to see what appeared to be an angel brushing my hair.  She doted on me like my own mother.
 
   She dressed herself, finally, much to my relief.  I wasn’t used to prancing around with naked women, and it was as uncomfortable to me as a high school locker room.  I followed my angel down a hallway, down some stairs and into a dining hall.  There was what looked like a banquet on a dark, long, medieval looking table with boards of cheese, bread, sliced meats, and grapes.  There were bottles of corked wine and wine glasses about.
 
   She made me up a plate and poured me a small glass of a white wine.  I ate and drank.  The wine went down smoothly and filled my belly with warmth.  The warmth of the wine doused out my feelings about the place seeming dangerous, and my angel seemed, well, angelic.  I calmed down and trusted her sincere, reassuring words that “Peter was just fine and simply in the hall in the middle of talks.”
 
   After we ate she beckoned for me to follow her.  I followed her and her wings up two flights of stairs, where we entered a small study.  The study was dimly lit, and there were some curtained windows at the back.  She motioned toward the windows and said “take a peek.”
 
   Pulling back one of the curtains, I saw the hall down below with the same immortals that had been there before, minus my new angel friend.  Peter and my dad were sitting in two chairs at the end of the hall, and everyone was silent.
 
   “They are deliberating now.” She whispered.  “Everyone has spoken their points.  It shouldn’t be much longer.”
 
   She smiled at me, and I couldn’t help but smile back.  I felt exhausted again and followed her back into the room where I’d been sleeping before.  She gave me another small glass of wine while I sat up in bed and then got in bed next to me.  She pulled me close to her and wrapped me again in her arms and her soft feathery wings.  I fell into a deep, comforting sleep.
 
    
 
   I became conscious of the winged lady stroking my temple. “Emmm-ily.” she said, in her tiny girl like voice.  “Wake uuuup.”  I opened my eyes.  She was sitting on the edge of the bed, leaning over me.  She was smiling, and I felt thankful that she was clothed that time.  
 
   “What do I call you?” I asked, sleepily.
 
   “You may call me mother.” she said.
 
   “Does everyone call you mother?” I asked.
 
   “No, my name is Mikella,” she said. “but I have adopted you.”
 
   “I have a mom though.” I said, confused.
 
   “A mortal mother,” she said. “that can only teach you mortal things.  She will pass away long before you do.”
 
   I had never considered that.  The thought of my mom leaving the world at any point sickened me.  She had been the closest person to me throughout my entire life.  I never even had a best friend, just my mom.
 
   “But my dad.” I said, confused by the whole situation.
 
   “Your father has agreed to it.” she said.  
 
   I sat up in bed, searching for what to say.  “Why?” I asked, wondering why he would agree to such a thing.
 
   “I haven’t had a child in thousands of years.” she said. “No one interests me enough for me to make a child with them.  I want to take care of you and keep you safe.  I care for you so very much already.”
 
   She was so sweet, and so sincere.  I thought about my dad, and what it all meant.  I wondered if it meant he would be abandoning me again, for his idea of “the greater good.”
 
   “Is my dad leaving me?” I asked.
 
   “No, no.” she said.  “Not at all.  It has been decided that you are going to leave with him tomorrow.”
 
   “And Peter?” I asked.  “I miss him terribly.”
 
   “He will be leaving with you as well.” she said.
 
   “So if you adopted me,” I said. “what does that mean.”
 
   “It means,” she said. “That you will come stay with me from time to time, and I will look in on you.  I have sworn an oath to nurture you and be your guide for all your days upon this earth.”
 
   “When did this happen.” I asked.
 
   “While you were sleeping.” she said.  “You slept another two days.”
 
   “Oh.” I said.  I suddenly felt ravenous, and a little gross for not having showered in days.  “Is there somewhere I can take a shower?” I asked.
 
   “I will take you to the baths.” she said, in a bubbly voice. “And then I will bring you something to eat.”
 
   She led me down the hall, down some stairs and into a dimly lit room that contained a large pool, with several small bathtub sized pools surrounding it with steam rising from them.  A nude man lay back with his eyes closed in one of the tubs, and a woman appeared at the edge of the pool, naked, and dove in.  I averted my eyes.
 
   “Don’t let it bother you.” she said, clearly aware of my discomfort.  She led me toward one of the bathtub sized pools that was a good distance away from the naked man and prompted me to remove my dress.  
 
   Peeling off the dress, I instinctively covered my breasts and hastened into the water.  The water felt absolutely exquisite, and I relaxed.  I closed my eyes and tried to block out the fact there were other people in the room that could see me naked.  Peter had failed to tell me that these immortals lived like nudists in a nudist colony, and I made a note to chew him out about it later.
 
   Several minutes passed by and I nearly fell asleep, but I was brought back into consciousness by the sound of feet stepping nearby me.  I opened my eyes and saw Peter standing over me, holding a plate and some grapes.  “Peter!” I said, excitedly, forgetting I was naked.
 
   He laid down on the tile floor on his side, propping himself up with his elbow and his hand on the side of his head.  He set the plate next to me, pulled off a grape and fed it to me.
 
   “How are you doing?” he said.
 
   “Tired.” I said.
 
   “Me too.” he said.  He began stripping off his clothes and entered the pool next to me.  I couldn’t help but ogle at him with my eyes - I had never seen him completely naked before.  I had the sudden realization that I was naked also, and he had just been looking at me.
 
   “Is this normal?” I asked.
 
   “What do you mean?” He asked.
 
   “The nudity around here.” I said, whispering.  “It’s like a nudist colony in here!”  Peter laughed, and said “Oh Emily, I’ve missed you so much.”
 
   “I’ve missed you terribly.” I said.
 
   “I can’t wait to be home with you.” he said.
 
   “Me too.” I said, with a sigh.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Well, that could have gone better.” said my dad, as we pulled away from the manor, the Hall of Elders, the thick woods, and the madness of it all.  It was the first time my dad had spoken to me in days. 
 
   Aside from my encounter with Peter in the baths I was exiled to the room with my new “Mother.” The whole experience had been like a fever dream and had left me feeling exhausted.
 
   We pulled out onto the highway, and I looked down at my hands in my lap.  I flipped over my hands and looked at my wrists.  The agony and the fear of death that I’d felt in the hall replayed in my mind again.  I saw the blood all over the floor, and the life draining out of me.
 
   Peter reached into the backseat where I sat and put his hand on my leg.  “Emily, are you okay?” He asked.
 
   “No, not really.” I said.
 
   “I had no idea they would do that.” said my dad.  “I promise Emily, if I had known…”
 
   “You said they wouldn’t hurt me Peter.” I said, wondering if I could ever trust any of them.
 
   “I’m so sorry Emily.” said Peter.  “In their minds, they didn’t hurt you.  I know it’s no excuse, but their concept of time and pain is different.”
 
   “Why did they do that to me?” I asked.  “Why?”
 
   “I have been through that,” said my dad.  “and so has Peter.  But for us, it was just some simple tossing around as a child to see what our abilities were.  We don’t worry about death, and pain is so fleeting.”
 
   “They slash your wrists?” I asked.  “Do you bleed?”
 
   “We do.” said Peter.  “We do have blood, but our hearts don’t beat like yours does.  Blood flows through us, moved by the divine.”
 
   “What happens if you lose all of your blood?” I asked.
 
   “My body would make more.” said Peter. “Though I would be incapacitated for some time.  It would not cause my life to end though.”
 
   “My life could have ended.” I said.  “I thought they were murdering me, right there on the spot.”
 
   “No,” said Peter.  “They would not have let you die.”
 
   I was a little pissed at my dad and Peter for letting that happen to me, and how they didn’t seem to understand what was so upsetting about it.  I folded my arms under my chest and stared out the window.
 
   “You did well Emily.” said Peter.  “You have the abilities of a true immortal.  You are very strong.”
 
   The complement brought back the memory of watching my blood travel up into the air and back through my wounds.  I thought of landing on my feet from twenty feet up in the air, kicking my way out of a window, running through the woods, and how it had felt like a rush of absolute freedom.  It was exhilarating.  Mikella said I ran thirty miles.  I remembered laying naked in the moss, feeling the rain against my skin.  It was a side of me that seemed unreal, and I wanted more.
 
   Still, I was pissed.  I said nothing more for the rest of the trip.  I just watched the trees, rivers and mountains out of the passenger window on our way back home, playing the whole thing in my mind again and again.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

VIII
 
   Hostage
 
    
 
    
 
   Swinging open the door to the car, I took in the sight of my Dad’s house.  Elated to be home, I lifted my arms up to stretch, and it felt good after being in the car for three hours.  While my arms were still up in the air, Peter flung his arms around me from behind.
 
   “We made it!” he said, excitedly.
 
   “I guess we did.” I said, not quite feeling the same level of enthusiasm.
 
   My dad opened the trunk and said “Come on kids, grab your suitcases.”  I rolled my suitcase up the pathway to the front door and waited on the front porch.  Looking out to where Peter and my dad were standing with their suitcases, I saw them making motions like they were joking around about something.
 
   “Come on kids.” I said, trying to imitate my dad’s voice.  We all laughed, and they walked up the pathway to the porch with me.
 
   “You sound like you’re back in good spirits.” said Peter.  I shrugged, and followed my dad into the house, dragging my suitcase behind me.  George came bounding down the stairs, with a  prrrrbt-mrow.
 
   “George, you brave kitty!” I said, picking him up and scratching behind his ears.  “You’ve finally left the room.  Usually you’re so mad at me after I’ve been away.”
 
   My dad disappeared into his office, and Peter went into the kitchen to make us some lunch.  I carried George upstairs with one arm, lugging my suitcase with the other.
 
   Unpacking my things, I took a look at my cell phone sitting on my end table.  I thought about my mom, and how much I missed her.  I picked up the phone and tapped “call” on “Mom” on my contacts list.
 
   “Hi! You’ve reached Ellen Williams.” said my mom’s recorded message.  “I can’t make it to the phone right now, but if you leave your name and number I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. beeeeeep.”
 
   “Hi mom!” I said.  “I sure do miss you.  Give me a call, let’s catch up.  Love you!”
 
   Flopping down in my bed, I stared up at the ceiling.  My mind kept wanting to replay and relive the horror of watching my blood drain out.  I grabbed my pillow, pressing it over my own face making a muffled grrrrrrr!  
 
   Focusing on my memories of Mikella, my new immortal mother, I realized that she had been comforting to me after that whole experience.  Being away from her was like having a band-aid ripped off while the wound was still bleeding.
 
   I put my hand up to the silver locket on my chest and thought of Peter.  I remembered him boldly declaring  “we’re in love” to his mom, and it gave me butterflies in my stomach just thinking about it.  I also remembered seeing Peter completely naked in the baths at the manor.  I smiled, and pushed away my muddled feelings about Peter’s cold mom, and the nagging sensation of his abandoning me, again.
 
   I padded down the stairs and found Peter in the kitchen.  “There isn’t much in here to eat.” he said.  “I did find some crackers and cheese though.”
 
   We sat at the kitchen island eating together.  I stopped, reached over and put my hand on his.  He smiled and put his other hand on top of mine.  “I love you Emily.” He said.
 
   “I love you too, Peter.” I said.
 
   He got up out of his chair, wrapped his arms around me and lifting  me off the ground.
 
   “I’m so glad we’re here together.” He said.
 
   “Me too.” I said, muffled, into his shoulder.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day my dad said it was time to start my education.  He explained that I had a lot of catching up to do, and my staying in his home hinged on how well I did studying under him.  I’d be sent to be with my new mother at the Hall of Elders if things didn’t go well.
 
   Though Mikella, my new mother, was comforting to me, the place where she lived was not.  The casual nudity and the violence was a little much for me.
 
   My dad handed me a heavy pile of books full of sticky notes of what I was to have finished by the end of the week.  The books were titled “The Theories of Origins,” “The Divine Order” and “Defense Essentials.”
 
   Propping my feet up on the footstool by the fireplace, I began reading.  The Theories of Origins contained many creation myths that included the immortals.  Some I’d heard before, like the Egyptian primeval mound.  
 
   Many of the stories included the immortals creating the humans, in their own image, but the text argued that these myths sprung up as stories by immortals that sought power.  The text also told creation stories of a divine power so complex that no conscious being on earth, immortals included, could understand its nature.  It proposed that the immortals were placed on the earth as stewards of the divine order, to assist the humans in their mortal quest of life with the burden of knowledge of good and evil.
 
   The Divine Order was a bit unapproachable, and I had a hard time reading it without getting sleepy.  The author rambled on like there was infinite time to read his book, which I supposed to some readers was true.  It did however include some points that were interesting to me from a scientific perspective about DNA, and the divine code within species.  
 
   The Defense Essentials built on concepts in The Divine order, and I began to understand why my dad wanted me to study parts of it first.  I had to go back and re-read chapters of The Divine Order for much of it to make sense.  It talked about the very thing I did when I called on my spilled blood to return to me in the Hall of Elders.  When I replayed the event from a scholarly point of view, it felt like it slightly lessened the horror of it.
 
   After hours of reading I could barely keep my eyes open.  I pulled out my cell phone from a pocket on my skirt.  No calls and no messages.  It was weird for my mom not to return a call within 24 hours.  I called her again and got her voicemail.  I called another four times, hearing the same ring and voicemail each time.
 
   Hopping up from my seat, I made my way across the house, knocking on the door to my dad’s office.  “Dad?” I asked through the closed door.
 
   “Come in.” he said.
 
   Opening the door, I walked up to his desk.  “I’m worried about my Mom.” I said.  “She hasn’t returned my calls, and she’s not picking up.”
 
   He looked up from his papers, with an eyebrow raised.  “Does she normally call you back right away?” he asked.
 
   “She normally picks up because she doesn’t leave the house often.” I said.  “I don’t think she’s ever taken this long to call me back.”
 
   “Hmmm.” He said.  “I have a friend up in Portland, I’ll have her check in on her.”  He pulled out his cellphone and started to dial.
 
   “Thank you.” I said, leaving the room and closing the door behind me.  I stood in the hallway, wringing my hands.  Peter came in through the front door, just off from closing time at the Jewelry shop, and yelled “Honey, I’m home!” 
 
   I just stood there, numb.  “Emily, what’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   “I can’t get a hold of my mom.” I said. 
 
   He put his arms around me.
 
   “She is getting older,” I said. “she could have fallen, or had a stroke or something and she’s all by herself there.  I’m so worried.”
 
   My dad emerged from his office.  “My friend doesn’t live far from your mom.” he said, reassuringly.  “We will know something in just a few minutes.”
 
   Those minutes seemed to go by at a glacial pace.  My mind raced with all the terrible things that could have happened to her - a slip in the tub or a stroke.  My dad’s phone rang.
 
   His face looked grim as he listened and then went into his office and closed the door behind him to talk.  I put my hands over my mouth and felt absolutely terrified.  Peter held onto me as I stood frozen and waiting for my dad to come out with news.  He opened the door.
 
   “What happened?” I asked.
 
   “Your mom’s been kidnapped, Emily.” He said.  “They left a note.”
 
   “Who?” I said.  “Why?”
 
   “The Corrupt.” He said.  “They want you.”
 
   After declaring “I will go then,” I rushed towards the door.  I could hardly breath, and my hands were shaking.  Peter grabbed me and held on to me.  I struggled, wildly, with all of my strength.  My dad helped Peter hold me down on the floor.
 
   “Emily.” said my dad.  “You can’t go.  There’s too much at stake.  We will find a way to get her back.”  I struggled against them, sobbing.  “Let me go!” I shouted, feral and angry.
 
   “Emily.” said Peter, soothingly.  “We will find a way.  You can’t go.  If you thought the hall was bad, being in the hands of The Corrupt would be hell.”
 
   “What do you think my mom is going through then!” I shouted.
 
   “They are probably just holding her somewhere, Emily.” He said.  “They will want to appeal to you.  They won’t hurt a hair on her head.”
 
   “They left a number for you to call.” said my dad.  “Call it, find out their terms, ask to talk to her.”
 
   I calmed myself down and felt the grip on my loosen.  “I won’t run.” I said.  “Promise.”
 
   Wiping my tears with my sleeve, I took some deep breaths.  I stood up, and Peter and my Dad both held a cautious stance like they were working with a wild horse.
 
   “I’m fine.” I said, turning on my heels and walking into the living room.  I sat on one of the couches in the middle of the room and pulled out my cell phone.  “What’s the number?” I asked.
 
   My dad held out a card that looked strikingly like the business card that was up in my room inside the nesting doll on my dresser.  It felt like my heart leaped inside my chest as I shoved away my secret memory of the male underwear model looking man.  I grabbed it from his hand and dialed the number.
 
   I heard a man’s voice say “Hello?” and said “This is Emily.”
 
   “Ah,” he said  “I’ve been waiting.  What took you so long?”  I didn’t recognize the voice of the man as my male underwear model looking visitor.  The man’s voice sounded snaky and gave me a feeling of revulsion.
 
   “Where is my mom?” I demanded.
 
   “She is fine.” he said.  “You for her.”
 
   “How do I know she’s fine?” I said.  “I want to talk to her.”
 
   “Fine.” he said.  “I will transfer you to her room.”
 
   Jazzy elevator music played for almost a minute, it felt like eternity.
 
   “Hello?” said my mom’s sweet voice.
 
   “Emily!” she said.  “Oh my goodness, what is going on?”
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked.  “Please tell me you are okay.”
 
   “I’m fine,” she said.  “I woke up in this big room.  It’s like a fancy hotel room with a living room, a bathroom and a kitchenette.”
 
   “What?” I said, confused. 
 
   “I’m locked in here.” She said.  “I’ve been here almost a week.  Every day I wake up and there is new food in the fridge, but I can’t ever catch anyone coming in here.  I feel like I’m in a strange dream. Emily...can you tell me what is going on?  Is this some weird prank?”
 
   “Oh mom, we have to get you out of there.” I said.
 
   “I don’t understand.” she said.
 
   I stopped myself before I told her she was being held by The Corrupt.  She seemed afraid,  but I could imagine her fear intensifying if she knew she was being held by something evil.
 
   “I have to go mom.” I said. “Everything is going to be okay.  Just relax and try to enjoy the nice room you are staying in.  I promise mom.  I love you so much.”
 
   “Okay Emily.” she said, hesitantly.  “I love you too.”
 
   I hung up the phone and looked down at the floor, thinking.  I looked up to see Peter and my dad waiting for me to say something.  “I have to go.” I said, intensely.  
 
   “Emily, you can’t.” said my dad.  “Let me call the Elders.”
 
   “It’s my mom!” I said, angry.
 
   “Please Emily,” said Peter.  “one thing at a time. Your mom seems to be okay.  Let’s call the Elders, don’t do anything rash.”
 
   My phone rang, and I nearly jumped out of the chair.
 
   “Hello.” I said.
 
   “Are you satisfied?” he asked.
 
   “Yes.” I said.  “I’d be a little more satisfied if she were home, safe.”
 
   “She will be if you come.” he said.
 
   “Soon.” I said, and hung up on him.
 
   “Call the Elders then.” I said, flinging my arms up in the air toward my dad and Peter.  My dad shot Peter a look of some sort of understanding and left the room.  Peter came and sat next to me and put his arm around me. 
 
   “Just don’t.” I said.
 
   He removed his arm, and I waited, tensely, without moving until my dad returned.  “They are going to send a couple of people out to investigate.” he said.
 
   “Investigate?” I asked.  “Just a couple of people?”
 
   “Emily.” he said.  “They are two of the best hunters, they will find her.”
 
   Peter put his hand on my hand.  I took a deep breath.  “Okay.” I said.  
 
   My dad came and sat on the other side of me.  “Emily.” he said.  “We never talked much about why The Corrupt want you.  I think you should know.”
 
   “Okay.” I said.
 
   “The Corrupt,” he said. “have been seeking power over humans from the very beginning.  From the earliest time in our history, it became accepted that we should guide human civilization, and we were their leaders.  We guided them from warring tribes to civilizations with agriculture and currency.”
 
   “Some of these immortal leaders lost touch with the divine in their thirst for power and serving themselves.  They wanted more.  They employed hundreds of thousands of slaves and responded to any human opposition with imprisonment and death.”
 
   “In this corruption, they lost much of their immortal abilities.  They became weak as they abandoned the divine order, and the divine order left their bodies.  They lost their grip over the humans and turned to demands for blood sacrifices.  They drank the blood of animals to steal divine powers from them.  Eventually they discovered human blood was far more potent.”
 
   “Another side effect was the loss of the ability to make themselves seen to humans.  As humans are wired to not recognize what they see when they look at an immortal, it requires some of the divine to make ourselves seen by humans, and that power does not exist in human blood.  They eventually had to place humans as leaders, and guide them by whispering to the humans in their ears, unseen.”
 
   “The mortal, tormented souls that they placed in leadership were often murdered by rebellions and replaced.  Some of these humans had too much divine order in them, so the corrupt whispers in their ears couldn’t even be heard.”
 
   “Factions grew, and our people were at war.  We eventually divided into two groups, The Pure and The Corrupt.  The dark ages came about when we became the most divided and separated from human affairs.  What little civilization was left from us crumbled, and humans were also at war.  The Corrupt used every human they could to further their agenda.”
 
   “The war eventually came to a standstill, never having ended, but both sides had strengthened in their own ways.  We have helped found great human nations, and The Corrupt weave as much corruption as they can into the governments and the people.  This is where you come in, Emily.” 
 
   I shifted in my seat, uncomfortable.
 
   “You have enough immortal in you, that you can see and hear the immortals, corrupt or not.” He said.  “And you have enough mortal in you that people can see you, no matter what.”
 
   Aware of my shallow breathing, I attempted to process his words.
 
   “They want you Emily,” he said. “as an instrument to bring about the old order.  They would do everything they could to corrupt you and use you to gain back their power in this world.  They would travel around the world with you, having you perform miracles and making the humans believe that you have come from the heavens.  They would have you rule the world.”
 
   “But..” I said.  “If they corrupted me, wouldn’t I lose my abilities?”
 
   He leaned towards me in the seat next to me, serious.
 
   “They would have you drink the blood of humans.” he said.  “You would gain back some power from the blood, and humans would always be able to see and hear you.  You don’t even have to try.  In fact, the more corrupt you become the more they will be able to see you, and your beauty.”
 
   I shivered at the thought of drinking human blood.  It sounded like a nightmare with some very real monsters.
 
   “Please promise me you’ll stay put, Emily.” said Peter.
 
   “I will stay.” I said, without really promising.
 
   Peter put his arms around  me and held me close.  I felt dizzy as my mind processed everything I was told.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Too many days went by and there was still no word about my mom.  I kept asking my dad “Any news?” and the answer was always “They are still searching.” I was growing impatient, and afraid for my mom.
 
   Several times a day the snaky man called and ask “when are you coming?”  I would always reply with “Soon.” and hang up.  On the fourth day he said something different.
 
   “Emily.” He said.  “I don’t want to have to hurt her, but you seem to be lying to me about coming soon.”
 
   “I will be there soon.” I replied.
 
   “I know you have dogs hunting for her.” he said.  “Do you really think they will find her?  It’s a big planet.”
 
   There was silence for a moment, and I didn’t know what to say.
 
   “Would it help if I made her scream for you?” he said.
 
   “No!” I said.  “Please don’t hurt her.”
 
   “Then I’d better see your face by tomorrow morning.  I am running out of patience.” he said, and then hung up.
 
   I was alone in my room, sitting cross legged in my bed.  Staring at the phone,  I imagined myself telling my Dad and Peter the news that I would trade myself in for my mom.  I imagined myself trying to run out the front door and them holding me down again.  I imagined my dad begging me, telling me they would use me to take over the world.
 
   I wasn’t like them.  I couldn’t just set aside my mom like my dad did when he left us, for some concept of the greater good.  I loved her, deeply, more than anyone else, self included.  There was no way I could see myself as more valuable than my mom.  She was the sweetest, most innocent person I knew.  I had to save her if they wouldn’t.
 
   With my imagination I attempted to construct what my dad said The Corrupt would do to me, but I couldn’t see anyone successfully corrupting me.  Money and power didn’t mean anything to me, and I had such a deep love for a boring and quiet sort of life.  “Good luck with that.” I said to myself, with a chuckle.
 
   My dad had said to me before that no one, not even the immortal could read minds.  How would The Corrupt know if they had corrupted me?   How would they know if I were the one using them? 
 
   There was no way for me to know exactly what I was getting myself into, but I knew I had to try to save my mom.  It was the right thing to do.  If my dad was right, and they did somehow manage to corrupt me, there was one thing I had going for me.  Mortality meant I could end myself before they ever got a chance to use me for evil.  Swallowing hard, I made a promise to myself that I would kill myself if things went sideways.
 
   Emerging from my room, I participated in the rest of the day like nothing had happened.  I tried to read my dad and Peter’s body language to see if they had “listened in” on my phone call in any way, but as far as I could tell they hadn’t.  We had dinner, and I pestered my dad with the same “Any news?” question, to which I got the usual response.
 
   I told them I was going to bed, went upstairs, put on my pajamas in my bedroom, and then crossed the hall to the bathroom to brush my teeth.  I hugged Peter good-night in the hallway.
 
   Stepping back into my room, I closed and locked the door.  I changed back into my clothes and opened the nesting doll on the dresser that contained the business card from the male underwear model looking guy.  I compared the number with the one I had on my cell phone for the guy holding my mom hostage.  They were different.
 
   Sitting down on my bed, I took a deep breath.  I dialed the number from the nesting doll.  “Emily.” he said.  I recognized his voice immediately.  
 
   “I’m ready for you to rescue me.” I said.
 
   He laughed.  “I know they have your mom, why are you calling me?  Ready to turn yourself in?”
 
   “They are holding me hostage here.” I whispered.  “They had me underground for an entire week because I told them I was tempted to go with you.  They just let me back out because I gained their trust back.”
 
   “Well now.” he said.  “I like this side of you, Emily.  I was wondering where you’d disappeared to.”
 
   “Tonight is my only chance to get out of here.” I said.  “Will you help me?”
 
   “I’ll be there.  I told you I would.” he said, and hung up.
 
   Listening intently, I focused on the sounds of the house.  I could hear my dad shuffling around in his office, and Peter was lurking in the hall.  They both eventually retired to their bedrooms.
 
   I quietly scribbled a note and left it on my bed.  It said “I love you both, keep Ellen safe.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

IX
 
   Run Away
 
    
 
    
 
   Without a sound I stepped through the house, telling myself to be quiet the entire way.  “I’m not really here” I thought as I slowed my breathing.  “My footsteps are nothing” I thought as I stepped down the stairs.  I moved slow, like a sloth, as I closed the front door behind me.   
 
   As I walked down the pathway in front of the house, everything was silent.  I didn’t look back.  Walking down the street, I had no idea where I was going and wished I had the sense to come up with a meeting place when I was on the phone with male underwear model looking guy.
 
   Emerging from the residential area, I meandered down the hill and into the park.  The streetlamps dimly lit the stone pathway of the Japanese garden, casting eerie shadows through the carefully trimmed trees and the little tufts of bushes.  Stepping up the stone pathway, I listened to the trickling sound of the little stream that ran through the garden.
 
   “Are you coming, or what?” said a smooth voice.
 
   He emerged from behind a tree, with his hands in the pockets of his suit.  Gasping, I froze on the pathway.  Suddenly I wasn’t feeling so brave.
 
   “I can taste your fear in the air.” he said as he approached me.  “Don’t be afraid.” he said.  “I’m sure they’ve told you terrible things about us.  I understand your fear.  I would never do anything to hurt you, Emily.  I promise.”
 
   Conjuring up some bravery, I looked into his icy blue eyes and searched them.  Wondering if his promises were as empty as Peter’s, I felt sick for framing it that way.  I had to believe that Peter meant well.
 
   As I pulled my thoughts away from Peter and back in the present moment, I saw something in the icy blue eyes that stared back at me.  There was something about the man, behind his obvious efforts to emanate sexy vibes with his tussled hair and tailored suit.  It was like there was a far away part of myself shouting exclamations about him and I couldn’t make out the words.  
 
   “The car is just up the street.” he said, returning my smile and extending his hand to me.  “We have a plane to catch.”
 
   Putting my hand in his, I let him lead me from the park down to the street.  We entered the back seat of a black shiny car.  Settling in next to him, I asked “Where are we going?” Still holding my hand, he said “To the airport.”
 
    Leaning my head back on the seat, I felt exhausted.  Strangely comforted by his hand on mine, I closed my eyes and drifted in and out of sleep as we made our way towards Medford on the interstate.  
 
   As I recognized the street nearing the airport, I shifted in my seat to sit up straight.  We drove past the usual airport entrance area and drove around behind the airport.  “Private Jet.” he said, when he noticed my confusion.
 
   The car stopped, and he said “wait” while he held up his index finger and shut the door behind him.  Watching as he walked around the front of the car, I saw him approach and open the door next to me.  He held out his hand.
 
   “Such a gentleman.” I said.
 
   “Always.” he said with a sideways smile as I took his hand.  He motioned for me to climb the stairs to the door of the jet.  I did, and was met by a youthful, pink lipstick wearing stewardess in a pale blue dress suit. 
 
   She guided me to a plush looking seat in the center of the plane.  I sat down, and the Calvin Klein looking man settled into the seat across from me.  “My name is Tim, by the way.” he said.
 
   “Nice to meet you Tim.” I said.
 
   “What is that around your neck?” He asked, leaning forward in his seat to get a closer look.
 
   “Just a necklace.” I said, as I reached up and touched it with my fingertips.
 
   He quickly backed up in his seat, with a panicked look on his face.  “Hold it Elizabeth, make sure he doesn’t take off yet.” He shouted over his shoulder.
 
   Sitting forward in my seat, I held the necklace in my hand.  He bolted out of his chair and backed toward the front of the plane, where the cockpit was.
 
   “What?” I asked, wondering why he was acting like the plane was about to burst into flames.  “Elizabeth!” he shouted again.
 
   “I’m coming!” shouted back the stewardess, with a mousy voice.  She rushed through the door and looked around intently.
 
   “Please give your necklace to Elizabeth.” he said, looking queasy, leaning back into the wall of the plane.
 
   “Okay.” I said, unclasping it at the back of my neck and handing it to woman.
 
   “Just get rid of it!” he said to Elizabeth.  “Okay, okay.” she said, opening the front door and throwing it out with a bouncy little toss.
 
   Swallowing hard, I touched my hand to the empty place where my locket had been.  I briefly thought of Peter and felt tears welling up.  I shoved it down in my mind, fast, and emptied it.  I breathed in slowly.
 
   “Silver?” he said.  “Really?  Who the hell would do that to you?”
 
   “I’m sorry.” I said, shocked by his sudden harshness.  “I didn’t know there was anything wrong with it.  It was pretty.”
 
   He eased back down into his seat and smoothed out his suit.  He looked up at me with my wet cheeks.  “I’m sorry, Emily, if that necklace meant something to you.” 
 
   I looked out the window and into the darkness.  “It was nothing.” I said, wiping my cheeks with my sleeve.  “It was just a necklace.”
 
   He appeared thoughtful for a moment with his hand up to his chin and then said “I will get you a new necklace.  It will be a diamond necklace.  Gold.  It would look exquisite on you, I think.”
 
   Breathing in and out, I looked from the window to his face.  His eyes were sincere, as he studied my face and ran his fingers through his tussled brown hair.  “You should get some sleep.” he said.  He reclined his seat, and I followed suit, finding the button on the side.  I closed my eyes, exhausted from the adrenalin and fear.
 
   The sound of the plan landing jolted me awake.  I realized where I was and felt a sinking feeling.  My stomach felt sick, and empty.  I thought about Peter, and my dad, wondering what they were doing, and if they had noticed me gone yet.  Then I thought about my mom, my sweet and innocent mom, and knew I was exactly where I should have been.
 
   I opened my eyes and saw Tim looking at me, with an expressionless face.  I smiled at him without even knowing why.  He smiled back and said “We will be getting off the plane here in just a few minutes.” 
 
   “Where are you taking me?” I asked.
 
   “To your new life.” he said.
 
   My eyes grew wide.  It sounded ominous.
 
   He smiled and leaned forward in his seat.  “I’m not sure what you are imagining over there, but I can assure you that as long as you don’t try anything stupid you will be treated like a princess.”
 
   The pink lipstick wearing stewardess emerged through the door at the front of the plane.  She smiled as she opened the door on the side of the plane and then motioned to us.
 
   Tim extended his hand to me, and I put my hand in his.  He we walked down the steps together, out into the dawn, facing east with the sun in our eyes.  I raised my arm to block the overwhelming light, and then peeked under it to see shiny black BMW, with a man standing next to the opened backseat passenger door.
 
   I got in, with Tim sitting beside me.  He looked me up and down from the seat next to me.  “We have got to do something about your style.” he said.  “We can’t show up with you looking like this.”
 
   “Shawn.” he said to the man up front.  “We need to do a bit of shopping first.”
 
   I heard the sound of a duck quacking repeatedly.  “My phone.” said Tim, pulling it out of his pocket.  I smiled, and could help but giggle.  “Yes?” he said, holding the phone up to his ear.  “She’s with me, she’s safe.”  
 
   There was a long pause.  “Don’t worry.” he said.  “I just want to show her a good time, Tim style.  I won’t let anything happen to her.  Promise.”  He hung up and put his phone back into his pocket.
 
   Thinking about my mom, I took in a deep breath.  I was on a mission to save her, not to have a good time.  “My mom?” I asked.
 
   “Don’t worry about your mom.” he said.  “They’ve already sent her home.”
 
   “How do I know your not lying?” I asked.
 
   “What on earth would we want with your mom, now that you’re with us?” he asked.  “She’s back at her house and doesn’t remember a thing.”
 
   I felt paralyzed.
 
   “If it would help you relax, call her.” he said.
 
   “I don’t have my cellphone.” I said.  “I didn’t want them to be able to track my location somehow.”
 
   “Smart girl.” he said.  “Use mine.”
 
   I dialed my mom’s number, telling myself to calm down so I wouldn’t sound upset.  “Hello?” she answered.  “Hi mom.” I said.
 
   “Oh Emily, I’m glad you called!” she said.  “I just started working on a new type of quilt, log cabin style.  I wanted to know what size of bed you have...queen or full?”
 
   I let out the breath I was holding.  “Queen.” I said.  “Mom, how are you doing?  What have you been up to lately?”
 
   “Oh, just the usual, sweetie.” she said.  “I’ve got church on Sunday and tea with Mary on Wednesdays.  We usually go shopping down at the craft store.  Oh! Also there is a benefit dinner next week so I’m going in to get my hair done.”
 
   Listening intently to the background noises through the phone, I could hear the sound of her dishwasher and the ticking of the clock that hung in the kitchen.  She was on her kitchen phone and I knew those sounds well.
 
   “That sounds wonderful.” I said.
 
   “How are you honey?” she said.  “Still bogged down at work?”
 
   “Actually, mom, I’m taking a vacation with some friends.” I said.  “We are on our way to do something fun, apparently.”  I looked over and saw Tim smiling.
 
   “Ooooh.” she said.  “Now that sounds good Emily.  I’m glad you are taking a break from work.  I was so worried about you overworking yourself.”
 
   “I’m doing great mom.” I said.  “I love you so much.”
 
   “I love you too, dear.” she said.
 
   After the call ended, I handed Tim his phone.  I felt relieved.  She was safe.  Mission accomplished.
 
   “Thank you.” I told him with a smile.  I took in a deep breath and exhaled.  “That was worth it.” he said, with a laugh.  “You were so tense earlier I thought you’d ruin all of our fun.”
 
   Tim had the driver stop to get us some coffee and scones.  The coffee was delicious and smooth and broke up my morning headache.  I looked out the window and watched the buildings go by, and eventually spotted the famous “Hollywood” sign on the hillside.  Getting overheated, I stripped off my wool coat.
 
   “You’ll hardly be needing that here.” he said.  “Doesn’t get too cold here, even this time of year.”
 
   Our next stop was a day spa and salon.  Tim walked in and hugged a woman with a short, black asymmetrical hair cut.  She wore a tight checkered mini skirt with a vinyl black tank top.     
 
   “Amy!” he said.
 
   “Tim!” she said.
 
   “Who is this?” she asked, looking me up and down.
 
   “This is Emily.” he said.  “Call her Em.  She needs the works.”
 
   I looked from Amy to Tim and back to Amy again.  Remembering what my dad had said about The Corrupt being able to show themselves to mortals, I was confused.  I could hear Amy’s heart beating, and I was almost certain that the stewardess on the plane was also mortal.  
 
   “Follow me, Em!” she said, sauntering through the middle of the salon.  Brushing off my confusion, I caught up with her, and next thing I knew I was sitting under a blow dryer with strips of tinfoil in my hair. My hair was washed, dried, cut, and had delicious smelling stuff rubbed into it.
 
   Looking into the mirror my hair seemed brighter and more tame.  Reaching up to touch my hair, I realized I looked stylish, like a different woman.
 
   Laying back in a chair, my face was tortured with plucking and burning liquids.  It was followed by a cooling sensation, and a mask over my face.  I fell asleep for awhile until I was awakened by a warm cloth wiping the goop off of my face.  
 
   She put her hand on my back to help me sit up, then she began applying makeup.  Closing my eyes for eyeshadow, I then sat carefully still for mascara, and relaxed my face while she painted my lips.  Looking in the mirror I didn’t recognise myself.  I looked like I belonged in Hollywood.
 
   Tim appeared, looked me over and whistled. “Well done, Amy.” he said.  “I knew I could count on you.  Put it on my tab please.”
 
   Tim grabbed my hand and dragged me back out onto the sidewalk.  We walked for awhile, and entered a shop with mannequins in the window wearing stylish dresses.  I followed Tim around while he studied dresses, looking from each dress to me and back to the dress.  
 
   Examining a dress, I glanced at the price tag.  “$2100” it said.  I let go of the dress and gasped.
 
   After passing by several colored dresses, I stopped to study a simple black dress.  “Quit that.” said Tim.  “You managed to find the least sexiest dress in the whole store.”
 
   He led me into a large dressing room, sat me on a cushy bench and said “Stay here.”  Returning with a woman, she hung about a dozen dresses up on a rack in the room, and then left us alone.  “Well, come on.” he said.  “Let’s try some on.”
 
   Walking over to the dresses, I waited for him to leave.  “Seriously, Em?” he said.  He walked behind me and lifted my shirt over my head.  I stood there in my bra and skirt, shocked.
 
   “Do I need to undress all of you?” he asked.
 
   Locking eyes with him, I crossed my arms under my chest.  He wasn’t going to back down, so I said “fine” and kicked off my shoes.  I undressed the rest of the way and he helped me into the first dress.  It was dark blue, with cropped sleeves, short and flared at the bottom.  I looked feminine, and like I actually had a flattering figure.  “Yes!” he said, looking me up and down.
 
   After trying on the remainder of the dresses, I stood in  “You look good in everything, Em.” 
 
   “Thanks.” I said.
 
   He had me change into the first dress, then had the lady from the shop remove the tag so I could wear it out of the store.  After that, the lady began gathering and boxing.  “We are taking them all.” he declared.  
 
   Tim left and returned with our driver.  “Shawn will take over from here.” he said.  “We need shoes still.”  Looking down at my shoes, I saw that my black Mary Jane’s were both scuffed on the toes and dirty.  They looked out of place with the hair, makeup and feminine blue dress, like a movie star wearing a trench soldier’s boots.
 
   He grabbed my hand, then we walked out the door and down the sidewalk together.  Things were beginning to pick up, and the sidewalks were filling with a class of people I’d never seen before.  There were men wearing tightly fitted t-shirts, and nicely fitted jeans.  There were women with large sun glasses, long legs, big lips and tiny little dogs.  
 
   As we walked down the street arm in arm, things moved in slow motion.  People stopped to stare at us, mouths hung open, and people whispered.  I looked over at Tim and he looked over at me and said “They don’t see me Em, that’s all for you.”
 
   I looked over at his perfect, god-like face, and said “No way.  There isn’t one man out here that compares to you.”
 
   “Em.” he said seriously, with a wounded look on his face.  “I’m invisible to them.  They literally can’t see me.”
 
   “But Amy and Elizabeth.” I said.  “They seemed to know you.  They looked right at you.”
 
   “I worked hard for that.” he said, with a fragment of emotion in his voice.  “Everyone else, these crowds, I’m just a figure to them.  Nothing remarkable or memorable.  Someday I will be nothing to all of them.”
 
   “Oh.” I said, as he pulled me into a shoe store.  I couldn’t help but feel for Tim.  Being invisible didn’t seem like something he wanted.
 
   As he stalked around the store, he brought me several pairs of heeled shoes to try on.  “I can’t walk in these, Tim.” I said, looking at him pleadingly.  
 
   “Of course you can.” he said.  “The problem is, you walk like a man.  Move your hips a little.”  I couldn’t help but laugh.  
 
   I’d never thought about the way I walked, and as I watched myself in a mirror I did seem a little hunched over and mannish.  He stood in front of me, looking back over his shoulder and said “follow my lead.”
 
   I followed him around the shoe store in my heels, laughing as he walked femininely with his hand on his hip.  After memorizing the motions of the walk,  I felt steady on my new shoes.  Tim clapped.
 
   I stayed in last pair of shoes I tried on as the woman box up ten other pairs.  “That should get you started.” said Tim.  The woman boxing up the shoes held up my scuffed up black Mary Jane shoes, inquiring what to do with them.  “Burn them.” he said, intently.  The woman’s eyes grew wide and Tim laughed.  She looked relieved.  
 
   Aside from my bra and underwear, I had nothing left on my body from my old life.  Everything was different - the people, the buildings, the attitudes.  
 
   Tim didn’t seem dangerous, and the whole thing seemed surreal.  I kept waiting for him to turn into a mean, blood drinking monster, but his character remained consistent.  We got along so well that I nearly forgot that he was supposed to be my enemy.
 
   We ate lunch together at a dimly lit Japanese restaurant.  Chopsticks were one thing I could do gracefully, so I showed off my skill.  I sat up straight in my chair and shot Tim a smile.  “I’m having so much fun with you.” I admitted.  
 
   “I’m happy you’re here with me.” he said, smiling back.
 
   When we ventured back to the car, the air was heating up with afternoon.  The sun felt good against my skin, it felt odd to be so warm outside in the middle of winter.
 
   We sat in the backseat of the car as it drove us up into the hills.  I gawked as we passed by mansion after mansion.  After turning into a drive, the driver reached out of the window and pressed a code into a keypad.  The car pulled into a roundabout, with a large fountain at the center.  I peered out at a mansion that looked like a modern day castle.  It was as large as ten of my dad’s houses put together.
 
   Tim got out of his side of the car and opened my door for me.  He grabbed my hand, pulling me to my feet.  “Welcome home.” he said.
 
   Instinctively, I put my hand to my chest where my silver locket usually rested and felt my bare skin.  I felt an uneasy sinking feeling.  “Are you alright?” asked Tim.
 
   Shaking off the feeling, I moved my hand from my chest down to my hip.  “I’ve never seen anything like it” I said, looking up and feeling small in front of the sprawling mansion.
 
   Tim opened the front door, and I stepped in after him.  We entered into a large room with ceilings that went up to the full second story, with an elaborate chandelier hanging above us in the center.  I could hear my new heels echoing in the room with a click, click, click.  
 
   A huge wooden staircase lined with red carpet stood before us, as wide as my old living-room.  It led up to a second floor whose balcony wrapped around above us.  
 
   A figure appeared, stepping down the stairs in heels.  She wore a form fitting pink dress, that accentuated her tall, curvy body.  Her hair was platinum and bouncing just above her shoulders with each step.  Her eyes were pale blue, with batty eyelashes.  She wore ruby red lipstick.  She looked like a movie star walking on the red carpet.
 
   “Tim.” she said.  “I can’t thank you enough for bringing her to me.”  Tim bowed, bending deeply and slowly towards her.  “I would do anything for you, Muriel.” he said.
 
   “You may go now.” she said to Tim.  He left quickly, without saying goodbye.  I felt a sudden wave of fear.  Tim had been so friendly to me, for all of his corruption that he was supposed to have.  Watching as he left, I felt a heaviness crawl through me.  I wondered if I would see him again and then realized that I wanted to see him again.
 
   She followed Tim to the door, closing it behind him. After a loud thump from the door, she turned her attention to me like a predator eying its prey.  She walked a complete revolution around me, looking me up and down.  “Well.” she said, resting her eyes on my face for an uncomfortably long time.  “Let’s go.”
 
   She walked up the steps, hips waving.  I swallowed hard and followed her up.  We turned to the left and walked down a long hall.  The hall eventually opened up until a very large living room.  Off to one side were open double doors where I could see four poster king size, that literally looked like it was meant for a king.  Everything was so elaborately decorated.
 
   “This whole wing is yours.” she said, with a hand on one hip and gesturing with the other.  “There are phones in every room, just dial one for your servants if you need anything.  There are stairs on the other side that lead out back to the pool.”
 
   A woman in a black uniform came in and out with the boxes of new clothes and shoes from Tim’s car, scurrying around without acknowledging us.  “I see Tim took you shopping, but I’ve already seen to your wardrobe.” she said, watching the maid.  “I have better taste than him.”
 
   She swung around and began to walk away.  On her way out she turned slightly and said.  “There is a party downstairs at eight.  Be there, people are dying to meet you.”
 
   “A party?” I thought, feeling like I’d stepped into a bizarre dream.  When I left my dad’s house, I thought I was trading myself in to the enemy and had mentally prepared myself for being bound and possibly tortured.  I was in no way prepared for a party.
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   I stood in the same spot for several minutes after Muriel left, not sure what to do.  She had said the whole wing was mine.  As I processed the idea of an entire wing of a mansion being mine, I began to explore.  Running my fingers across polished wood, I stopped to smell fresh flowers in a vase next to a large window.  Everything was detailed.  Even the ceiling had large, shiny, wooden inset tiles. 
 
   Stepping into the bedroom, I looked around.  The bedroom was very large, with a white bear skin rug on the carpet next to the huge bed. There was a vanity with drawers and a large lighted mirror above it.
 
   Turning the knob on a door, I found a tiled bathroom with a big open shower and a large tub set into a stage directly beneath a window.  Climbing up to the little stage, I looked out through the glass to see a beautiful view of the valley below.  I looked straight down to see a landscaped garden dotted with gazebos.  There was a small swimming pool with a waterfall that spilled into a very large swimming pool below it.
 
   I went back into the bedroom and opened the other door to find a walk in closet that was the size of my old apartment bedroom.  It was chock full of clothes and shoes.  Peeking into some drawers I found panties, lingerie, bras and silky stockings.  I closed a drawer and went back to the bedroom.
 
   There was a clock on the nightstand that read “3:43 PM.”  I had a way to go before Muriel’s party.  Climbing into bed under the blankets I did the only thing that made sense.  I fell into a deep sleep.
 
   I woke up to the blanket being ripped off of me.  “It’s seven PM, sunshine, and you aren’t even close to being ready for the party.” said Muriel in a snippy voice.
 
   I bolted upright in the bed and reoriented myself with my surroundings.  Rubbing my forehead, I felt disoriented and my head hurt.
 
   “Jesus.” said Muriel, shaking her head at me.  I watched and listened to the sound of her heels clicking as she made her across the room and to my vanity where poured an amber liquid from a decanter to a cup that was rounded on the bottom.
 
   “Here.” she said, handing me the glass.  “Drink up.”
 
   I took a sip, and it felt like fire blooming the whole way down into my stomach.  
 
   “The whole thing.” she said.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I tilted my head back and poured the whole thing down my throat.  “Better?” she asked as warm feeling bloomed in my stomach.  My headache was gone.  “Sure.” I said as I watched two women come into the room.  One was rolling a little suitcase behind her and the other holding a large makeup case.  “Stylists.” said Muriel.
 
    “Shower.  Now.” she said, pointing to the bathroom.  “I will find you something to wear.”  Complying, I took a quick shower, finding some sweet smelling shampoo and conditioner.  I felt a little buzzed from the drink, and the shower intensified the feeling.  Drying off with a plush white towel hanging outside of the shower, I found a silky pink robe hanging from a set of hooks on the wall.
 
   After walking out, I sat in the chair as the two women fussed with my hair and my face.  They pinched, and they pulled, and in the end they had tamed my hair into pretty waves pulled to one side with some ringlet pieces framing my face.  My eyes stood out with smoky grey eyeshadow and my lips were a frosty pink.
 
   Muriel came out of nowhere and put some long, sparkling diamond earrings in my ears.  “I know I signed up for being your mother,” she said, sounding exasperated.  “but this is way out of my league.”
 
   “My mother?” I asked.  “Yes, I swore an oath to protect you and care for you, yada, yada, yada for all eternity.” she said.  “Just don’t call me mother.  Call me Muriel.  Mother makes me sound ancient.”
 
   “Okay” I said, carefully, watching the two stylists leave without saying a word.  I wasn’t about to mention the other immortal woman that already claimed me as her adopted child.  It must have been a thing with immortals whether they were The Pure or The Corrupt.
 
   Standing up from my chair, I looked in the mirror and Muriel appeared from behind me holding two dresses to either side of me.  One was wispy, white, beaded and shimmering.  The other was red and strapless.  “Angel or vixen?” she asked.  
 
   I looked back and forth to the dresses.  I wouldn’t normally wear either one.  Before I could speak, she said “Angel.  That’s how I want them to see you.  Sexy and innocent.”
 
   “What kind of party is this?” I asked.  “Oh, just a small one.” she said, pouring me another drink.  “Around a hundred should show up.  Mostly mortals.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, accepting the glass from her.  “For you to be seen, of course.” she said.  “Everyone who is anyone will be here.  Come down right at eight and mingle.  Everyone will be here by then.”
 
   “No falling asleep.” she said, wagging her finger at me.  She laid the white dress down on my bed, went into the closet with the other one and returned with a pair of matching heels.  She set the heels at the foot of the bed and then left the room.
 
   Standing in the mirror, I looked at myself holding my drink.  I barely recognized myself.  Taking a sip of my drink, I felt another wave of warmth inside me.  I set the cup down and made my way into the dress before stepping into the heels.
 
   Standing in the mirror again, I did a little twirl as I saw myself looking tall and otherworldly in the shimmering dress.  The neckline of the dress was low, revealing more than I was used to.  Reaching to my chest where the silver locket had rested before that stewardess threw it out of the plane, I held my hand there, trying to see the old Emily somewhere in the hair and makeup.  
 
   Through my buzz, I searched for my previous resolve to not let myself lose myself.  It was difficult to find anything in that place that reminded me of who I was.  There were no books, no George, no nesting dolls, no Mary Jane shoes, and no quiet lab.  I looked around and felt dizzy.
 
   Walking out into the living-room, I circled around the room several times in my heels.  I would have to face the challenge of walking down those big stairs in the shoes and wanted to be ready.  Looking at a clock hanging on the wall in the living-room I read 7:58PM.  I walked into the bedroom, drank down the remainder of my drink, and walked towards the hall with a buzz in my head.
 
   At the end of the hall I stopped.  I could hear the roar of people talking down below.  I told myself “be confident” and stood tall as I walked toward the stairs.  Stopping in the center of the top of the stairwell, I looked down.  
 
   Some of the roar quieted as people stopped to look at me.  In the sea of faces I saw people staring at me with various expressions, mostly wide eyes.  I looked down at my dress to see if I’d had a wardrobe malfunction, but everything seemed in place.
 
   After calming myself down from the anxiety of having so many eyes on me, I stepped down the stairs towards the crowd.  Muriel wasn’t anywhere in sight, but I began to recognized people as I got closer to the crowd.  There was no one I knew, or even knew the name of, but I knew some were Hollywood actors and actresses.  I was never big into famous people, but I’d seen them in movies.
 
   I had no idea what to do or say.  I was pretty out of practice, socially.  As I stepped down from the last step, I was greeted by a man that I’d recognized from a recent chick flick.  He approached me and said “You have an amazing house, and you look absolutely stunning.”
 
   “Thank you.” I said.
 
   “Emily, right?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, and you are?” I asked.
 
   He laughed and said “You can call me Johnny.”
 
   “You can call me Em, Johnny.” I said, trying out my new nickname from Tim.
 
   “Let me introduce you to some people, Em.” said Johnny.  He led me around and I was introduced to men and women that all seemed to be fawning over me.  I was handed glass of champagne after glass of champagne.  Laughing at jokes, I found myself easily having a great time as I floated around in a drunken sea.
 
   As the evening wore on, the lights dimmed down even more, and the music became face paced.  A fog machine kicked off and laser lights flashed around the house to the music.  It was like a strange dream.  A song I didn’t recognize came on and the crowd roared.
 
   I drank another glass of champagne and began dancing with the crowd.  I moved through the crowd dancing, with hands of strangers on my body.  I was lifted up to a table where I danced alone to a crowd cheering and swaying below.  I moved in ways I’d never moved before, fueled by the crowd and the alcohol.
 
   Falling backwards into a crowd of people, I was carried along until I was deposited on a couch.  Looking over, I saw that I was sitting by the feet of a man lying on his back on the couch.  He smiled at me, and I climbed on the couch to hover over the top of him. He brushed my hair behind my ears and I leaned in to put my lips on his.  Closing my eyes, I felt the sensation that I was melting.  It was the last thing I remembered.
 
   I woke up to sunshine in my face, a massive headache, and women in black uniforms rushing about cleaning up messes.  I looked over and saw a topless woman passed out on the couch next to me.  I didn’t even want to know.  
 
   Sitting up on the couch, I put my hand up to my head.  The headache was piercing and I could hardly see straight.  Standing up, I looked around for my shoes.  I didn’t see them anywhere, so I walked barefoot up the stairs, across the hall and into my wing.
 
   Searching around the bathroom, I looked for anything resembling pain medication, opening and closing drawers.  I could find anything.  A wave of nausea hit me and I ran to the toilet, vomiting violently.
 
   After it was over, I sat on the cold tiles on my bare legs, feeling awful.  I couldn’t remember any time in my life before then that I’d drank so much.  Touching my fingers to my lips, I remembered kissing the man on the couch.
 
   I thought about Peter and felt sick.  Not only did I sneak away in the night to escape him, but I had sealed my betrayal with a kiss on another man’s lips.  It felt like I was sinking in quicksand, immersed in shame.
 
   After turning the knobs on the bath, I climbed in and scrubbed every inch of myself with a washcloth.  There wasn’t enough soap in the world to make me feel clean again.  
 
   Getting out and looking into the bathroom mirror, I wiped away the steam on the mirror with my hand.  I still felt hungover.  I looked hard into my own eyes and then ripped my towel off my body and threw it at my reflection in anger.
 
   I fell to the floor, sobbing.  Muriel appeared in the doorway.  “Go away.” I said.
 
   She grabbed the silky pink robe from the hook and wrapped it around me.  I grudgingly put my arms into the sleeves, closing it up in the front.  “You should be happy, dear.” she said, with her hand on her hip.  “You made a lot of friends last night.”
 
   I stood up and cringed at the sharp pains jolting through my head.  “You need to clear your head.” she said.
 
   I scoffed and glared at her.
 
   “Cleanse your body of it.” she said.  
 
   “I threw up everything, and I took a bath.  What more can I do?” I asked, crossing my arms under my chest.
 
   “Make it leave your body.” she said.
 
   Realizing what she was saying, I wished I’d thought of that earlier.  Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes.  I told the sickness in my body to “go now,” and I could feel my body tingling, still feeling queasy.  I took another deep breath and said it louder inside myself, “LEAVE.”
 
   My whole body began shaking violently, and a sharp pain erupted in my stomach.  I began retching over the toilet again, with my whole body feeling on fire.  I felt like I was about to die.  
 
   Suddenly it all stopped, and I felt peaceful inside.  “Well,” said Muriel with a laugh. “That’s one way to do it.”  I looked up at her with a scowl, hating her.  
 
   “Brush your teeth and come eat breakfast with me.” she said.  “I had some food brought up for you.”
 
   As I brushed my teeth I felt a wave of hunger.  I looked for something to wear in the closet, throwing on some silky red panties and a matching bra.  Everything looked so flashy to me.  I finally found a dress that was a forest green color and looked like it would cover me up more than the others.  It had capped sleeves, was tight around the waist and flared out at the bottom.
 
   I made my way out to a small table with chairs on one side of the living room and sat across from Muriel.  I looked down to see a classic breakfast of eggs and toast. My stomach growled.  I placed my napkin on my lap and began eating.  Muriel began eating her breakfast as well and poured herself a glass of wine.
 
   “Really?” I said.
 
   Muriel laughed.  “What?  A glass in the morning keeps me in good spirits.  You look like you could use some help with your spirits as well.”  She gestured the wine bottle toward my empty glass.
 
   “Ugh.” I said.  “No thank you.  Not after that.”
 
   “Ah,” she said.  “At least you’re being polite.  You looked like you wanted to murder me when we were in the bathroom.”
 
   “Like I could murder you.” I said.  
 
   Muriel cracked up laughing, throwing her head back.  “You,” she said, pointing her fork at me. “are funny.  I think I’m going to like you.”
 
   I finished my plate, drank my orange juice, and didn’t know what to do next.  I stared across the living room and out the window at the blueness of the sky.
 
   “I hope you got enough sleep.” said Muriel.  “We have a big day.”
 
   I scoffed.
 
   “Cut the crap.” she said.  “I’m being nice to you here and I don’t have to be.”
 
   I sat up straight in my chair and looked at her.  She was smiling, but the look in her eyes gave me a chill.  “We have visitors today.” she said.  “And they aren’t like me, or your friend Tim.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow.
 
   “We are fun.” she said.  “These guys are very old and very serious.  They want to test you today.”
 
   I sank back in my chair and thought “why me?” as I remembered the “test” at the Hall of Elders.
 
   “Okay.” I said, feigning ignorance.  “What kind of test?”
 
   She looked at me and gave me a half smile.  “You’ll find out.” she said.  “Get some rest and be ready by noon.”
 
   Looking at the clock after she sauntered out of the room, I saw it was just after ten.  After wandering into the bedroom I threw myself into the bed.  I roared into my pillow with an arrrrrrrgh!
 
   I was not looking forward to having someone attempt to murder me again.  I missed my old, boring life.  Looking at my large, empty bed I remembered curling up with my cat George purring against my back.  Everything was so easy and predicable then.
 
   Picking up my pillow I threw it violently across the room.  It slammed against the wall on the other side of the room, rattling the wall.  I looked down at my hands in amazement. 
 
   My mom was rescued, so it was time to think about rescuing myself.  There had to be a way to get out of there, but I wasn’t going to underestimate Muriel.  I had to be ready for the test that day.  “I am not afraid.” I said to myself. 
 
   Meditating on the bed with my legs crossed, I familiarized myself with my blood and with the movements of my muscles.  Getting out of bed, I jumped up into the air about ten feet, and landed softly on my feet.  It was exhilarating.
 
   Next I attempted a cartwheel, which tore my dress up the side.  Stripping it off, I did cartwheels across the room in my red silky bra and underwear.  Grinning at my own achievement, I tried a back flip and landed softly on my feet.
 
   Being a gymnast wouldn’t be enough.  My senses needed to be sharp, and quick.  Thinking back to the Hall of Elders, I remembered my senses being fueled by anger.  The memory triggered the emotion, and as I felt pissed off my heart beat in my ears like a war drum.  Fueling it further, I imagined my mom being kidnapped from her home.  
 
   Boom, boom, boom, beat the drum in my ears as my senses sharpened.  My eyes darted around the room, seeing every detail and hearing every sound.  “You want to test me, test me you bastards.” I said.
 
   After walking into the bathroom I grabbed a razor.  Slashing it violently across my arm several times I watched my skin open.  I told my blood “STAY” before it could even begin to spill out.  Not a drop was spilled before the wound sealed itself.
 
   Walking out into the bedroom I looked at the clock.  It was noon, go time.  Not bothering to get dressed I walked out into the main hall in my silky red bra and panties and then stood at the top of wide staircase.  
 
   Looking down I saw Muriel standing in the foyer with two men, one which bore the head of a falcon.  He was wearing a suit, giving him the look of a business man with a falcon’s head sewn on.  The other man was very large, bearded man and walked with a staph.  He was also wearing a very nice suit, giving him the look of a biblical man that recently time traveled and stole the clothes of a business man.
 
   “Perfect.” I thought, not the slightest bit phased by the sight.  I was ready for either of them, or both.  I held my chin high.
 
   Muriel looked up at me with her mouth hanging open.  She quickly closed her mouth and watched me as I descended the stairs.  I walked up to them, crossed my arms, and shifted my weight to one leg.
 
   “Where shall we proceed?” Asked Muriel, addressing the falcon headed man.  “Here is fine.” he said in a deep voice.
 
   “I am here to witness.” said the bearded man, stepping away with his staph.  Muriel followed him, and they stood by a wall in the foyer.  The falcon headed man stood in the very center of the room, and I approached him.
 
   He looked me over.  After I stood still in front of him, he paced in circles around me.  From the corner of my eye I saw him producing a large hooked blade.  As he held his arm back to build momentum to slash me, I jumped into the air about ten feet, did a back flip, then spun and landed on my feet behind him.  
 
   Quick as lightening he whirled around and slashed me with the blade across my stomach before I could react.  “STAY!” I roared to my blood before it could spill.  I asked my wound to close up and backed away from the falcon headed man.  He stood there, watching me from the side of his head with a beady little eye.
 
   I took on a crouching pose, slowing down time and ready to make a move.  He made a leap towards me and I dove under him, rolled onto my back, curled up into a ball and rocked back up onto my feet.  He whirled around and then threw his blade through the air toward me, making a kee-eeeee-arr sound from his mouth.
 
   I whipped up my arm and caught the blade with my right hand, then tossed it into my left hand. As blood leaked from my palm I told my hand to heal.  After it sealed closed, I wiped the spilled blood across my stomach.
 
   The falcon heade man rushed at me, but the bearded man beat his staph against the ground and shouted “Enough!”  
 
   The falcon headed man stopped just in front of me.  I stood there with my own blood smeared across my half naked body.  Keeping my face steely, I stared him right in his beady little falcon eyes.
 
     The bearded man approached me, clutching his staff in his hand.  He put his hand on my shoulder.  “Emily.” he said, looking at me intensely.  “You are exactly what we had hoped for.”  
 
   He turned on his feet without saying another word, and the falcon headed man followed him out the front door.  Muriel watched them leave and then turned to me.  
 
   “Holy shit, Emily.” she said.  Without saying a word, I looked towards her expressionlessly, and then turned to walk up the stairs.  After entering my bedroom, I flopped down onto my back in the bed and passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

XI
 
   Corrupted
 
    
 
    
 
   I felt a sting across my face accompanied by a slapping sound.  “You bitch!” said Muriel.  I could hardly keep my eyes open, my body felt so weak.  I struggled to remember what had happened.
 
   “How did you know?” she demanded.  “You knew what being tested meant. You lied to Tim about being held hostage, didn’t you?  Thought you could come here, save your mom, and then go home to your boyfriend and daddy?”
 
   My first test at the Hall of Elders came rushing back to me. The terror of believing I was about to die and the expressionless faces of the immortals watching me bleed out.  My dad and Peter had both treated the situation like it was normal.
 
   My memories of Peter flashed through my mind.  The image of kissing him in the hallway at my dad’s house and our first kiss at the jewelry shop.  I had felt like I was in love then.
 
   That love for Peter had been tarnishing since the beginning, from him leaving me to “research,” to holding me down after my mom had been kidnapped.  I wondered if my Dad and Peter really cared for me.  They seemed so far away, and they didn’t seem to be attempting to rescue me.
 
   The falcon headed man flashed through my mind.  After fading out of consciousness again there was another stinging slap across my face.  Feeling the weight of Muriel’s body on my hips, straddling me, I opened my eyes to see her face with intent eyes hovering over me.
 
   My whole body began shaking with maniacal laughter.  I’d lost everything.  First it was my career and apartment, then almost my life.  Then I lost my mom, got her back, but lost Peter, my dad, my cat, and the life that I had just built with them. It didn’t feel like there was any going back after what I’d done with that man at the party.  It all seemed crazy, and there wasn’t anything left to do but laugh.
 
   Muriel grabbed me by the throat, stifling my laugh and making me struggle to breathe.  “You crazy bitch.” she said, letting up on my throat and looking down at my half naked body covered in blood.  She took her hand off of my throat and stroked the side of my face with the back of her hand.  She said sweetly,  “Well, you are one of us now, aren’t you?  You’re all sorts of fucked up.  I don’t think you’re going anywhere.”
 
   I felt light inside my body as Muriel got off of me.  Closing my eyes, I knew she was right.  There was no way I was going to go crawling back to Peter and my Dad to be shamed for my choices.  I fell back to sleep, unable to keep myself conscious.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I felt my body being lifted up and propped up against some pillows.  Fading back to sleep, my head rested sideways against my shoulder.  A hand lifted my arm and then wrapped my fingers around cold glass.  My head was lifted upright.  “Emily.” said Muriel.  “Come on,  Emily.  It’s been two days.  This is ridiculous.”
 
   Opening my eyes, I saw Muriel’s platinum hair and her pale blue eyes looking at me.  I closed them again.  She brought my hand that was still around the cold glass up towards my face, and I could feel cold glass pressing against my lips.  “Drink.” she said.
 
   Feeling thirsty, I complied.  The liquid went down my throat, tasting like red wine, but with a savory note.  The warmth bloomed inside of me and I felt tingly all over.  After feeling a rush of energy I was suddenly standing up in the bed, my head tilted back with the glass in attempt to get the last drop into my mouth.
 
   My mind and senses began to sharpen.  Everything was vivid, beautiful and bright.  Looking down from the height of standing on the bed, I saw Muriel sitting below, smiling at me.  After taking in a deep breath, it hit me all at once.  The savory note in my mouth wasn’t just wine, it was mixed with blood.  I felt sick from the thought, remembering that Peter had told me that The Corrupt drank human blood to gain power.  
 
   Grabbing my stomach, I felt like I was about to throw up.  “You gave me human blood?” I asked through my teeth.  Sinking to my knees, I wanted it out of my body but my body wanted more and wouldn’t release it.
 
   “Oh calm down.” she laughed.  “The human gave it willingly.  One of my followers.”
 
   “They’re alive?” I asked.
 
   “Of course.” she said.  “If I killed them, someone might start to notice.”  I relaxed a little.  I could feel the power from the small amount of blood I drank rushing through me.  Instinctively, I wanted more, savoring the taste in my mouth.
 
   Closing my eyes, Peter’s smiling face flashed into my mind.  After feeling a wave of shame, I climbed down from the bed and set the glass on a side table.  I shoved my shame to the back of my mind along with Peter.  I looked over into the mirror at my half naked, bloody body.  I was a mess.
 
   “Take a shower.” said Muriel, leaving the room.
 
   I stripped off my bra and panties and stepped into the shower.  Standing with my head under the water, I found myself savoring the taste of the blood again. Disgusted with myself, I rinsed out my mouth in the water, swishing and spitting.
 
   After drying myself off with a white towel, I meandered into my closet.  I grabbed a dark red dress from the rack, not caring what I put on.  I found some black heels and stepped into them.  
 
   Stepping into my bedroom, I picked up the phone next to my bedside and dialed 1.  “What can we do for you?” a woman’s voice said.  “I need someone to fix my hair.” I said.  “And I’m hungry.”
 
   “What would you like to eat?” she asked.
 
   “Anything.” I said.  “I don’t care.”
 
   Soon after a food tray was brought into my room, followed by the same stylists from the night of the party.  I felt a feeling of importance as I watched these people scurry about, ready to serve me.  “How would you like your hair done?” asked the woman with blond bobbed hair as she plugged in a hair dryer.
 
   “I don’t care.” I said.  “Just tame it.”
 
   “Okay.” she said with a smile, and giggled.
 
   After they left, I looked in the mirror and felt satisfied.  I thought if I couldn’t be the old Emily, I could embrace the Emily that now lived in Muriel’s mansion.  Glancing sideways at myself in the mirror, I smoothed out my dress over my stomach and flipped my hair back.  I looked hot, and I liked it.
 
   I still felt a high from the blood.  I could feel it pulsing through me. Wandering through my living room, I stopped to smell the fresh flowers under the window. With my fingers on the petals, I closed my eyes and felt like I was floating above a field full of flowers.  I opened my mouth and tasted the sun.  It was sweet, like honey.
 
   I opened my eyes and saw the sun high in the sky through the window.  I wanted to be outside.  I found the door that Muriel had told me about before, that led to a staircase.  After descending, I opened the door and felt a rush as I took in the outside air.  I opened my arms wide, and breathed it in.
 
   Following a pathway, I made my way towards the pool.  While climbing the stairs to the smaller pool that flowed into the larger one,  I kicked off my shoes without stopping.  Walking barefoot across the ledge where the water flowed over and into the larger pool, I felt the rush of water at my feet.  The water was powerful, and threatened to shove me over the edge, but I was strong.  
 
   I stepped carefully to the center and turned to face the pool below.  Feeling the water pushing at the backs of my legs, I asked it to stop.  The water parted, diverting around me, leaving me standing on the bare stone ledge.  I closed my eyes and held my arms out wide, like a bird spanning its wings in flight.
 
   “You are as high as a kite, Em.” said a familiar voice.
 
   Looking down to the pool, I saw Tim floating on his back.  He was shirtless and wearing a pair of swim trunks.  Startled, I lost my connection with the water and felt the wetness shove against the back of my feet.  Feeling myself falling in slow motion, I shifted my body mid-air into a diving stance, and met the water hands first.
 
   I swam towards Tim’s feet, dangling in the water, and came up from the water just in front of him.  “Your hair was so pretty when you were standing up there.” he said.  “Now you’re all wet.”
 
   Shaking the water from my hair, I told the water to leave it.  After it was dried, I told it to restyle itself, feeling it a tickling sensation on my scalp as my hair reformed into the style that the stylists had accomplished.  “How’s that?” I asked.
 
   Tim looked at me wide-eyed and then smiled.  “You’ve sure changed in just a few days.” he said.
 
   Swimming to the edge of the pool, I climbed out and then sat on the side with my feet dangling in.  Moving my feet back and forth in the water, it tickled my toes.  The sun felt warm on my back.  “I feel so alive.” I said.
 
   “Blood.” he said.  “I’m surprised she gave you that.  She must trust you.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, while I traced a pointed toe across the top of the water.  “She gave you more power.” he said.  “You could run away, and she wouldn’t be able to stop you.”
 
   I laughed.  “Where would I go?” I asked.
 
   “Back to your lover.” he said. 
 
   I thought of Peter and froze with my foot pointed over the water.
 
   “You don’t think I know?” he said.  “I saw you through a window.  I saw the way you looked at him.”
 
   A tear escaped my eye.  I caught it with the palm of my hand and studied the wet little bead.  “I’m not sure that I still love him.” I said, seeing his face in my mind.  I wiped the image away, sweeping my hand in front of my eyes as if I was erasing a whiteboard.  “He deserves better.”
 
   Tim swam towards me and placed his hand on my leg.  He looked up at me.  “Are you kidding me, Em?” he said.  “You deserve better.”
 
   I looked away from him, hurt that he’d insult Peter.  “Look at me, Em.” he said.  I looked into the icy blue of his eyes, and it was like looking into the sky.  His face was serious.  
 
   “You are a fucking goddess.” he said.  I reached down and touched his face.  He pulled me into the water and pressed his body against me, resting his forehead against mine.
 
   “Tim.” I whispered.
 
   “Em.” he whispered back, kissing me and pulling me closer.  With my body against his, I felt like I was floating inside myself.  
 
   Part of me began screaming in the back of my mind to think of Peter, but the last part of me that held on to any notion of him slipped away in that moment.  There was something about Tim, and I wanted to know more.  
 
   Tim pulled away, searching in my eyes.  I looked back into his, feeling like I was flying through the blue sky of his eyes.  “This isn’t just the blood, is it?” He asked, seriously.
 
   It was like he dropped his “too cool” mask and revealed a Tim that I knew was there all along.  He hid it well.  “No.” I said, drawing in a deep breath.  “This is me.”
 
   Next thing I knew we were running up the stairwell to my wing of the mansion.  He threw me down into the bed and kissed me everywhere.  Every kiss was electricity and ecstasy.  I was in heaven.
 
    
 
   The next morning I became conscious and felt cold air against my bare skin.  I felt arms around my naked body and knew they were Tim’s.  I remembered everything, all the highs I had felt the day before.
 
   Opening my eyes, I startled at the sight of Muriel standing at the end of the bed.  Tim flipped over onto his back, completely naked.  “This isn’t a hotel, Tim.” she said.  
 
   Tim laughed.
 
   “It’s not funny.” she said, coldly.  “I saw you yesterday, Tim.  I saw that look in your eyes.  I think you forget what we are now.”
 
   “I know what I’m doing, Muriel.” he said.
 
   “Do you?” she said.  “You will fuck us all with your feelings.”  She enunciated “feelings” like it was a disease.
 
   “I struggle with the same thing.” she said.  “For some damned reason I feel for her too.  If you don’t keep it in check though, everything we’ve worked for can be taken away.  Do you want to end up locked up in some dark cell for hundreds of years?”
 
   My mind reeled at the thought of Muriel caring about me.  She reeked of danger, like a predator, not like a caring individual.  
 
   “I can handle this.” said Tim, putting his hand around my waist.
 
   “She can’t be yours, Tim.” she said, with her hand on her hip.  “Can you handle her being with other men?”
 
   “Who says I’m going to be with other men?” I asked, grudgingly.
 
   “Ha!” she said.  “Come on, Emily, you were just with another man at the party.”
 
   “I only kissed him.” I said, remembering losing consciousness with the man’s mouth on mine.  I touched my lips with my fingers.
 
   “You had your way with him, along with some other woman.  You’re the one that instigated the whole thing.” she said.
 
   Feeling sick, I remembered the topless women I woke up next to on the couch the morning after the party.  I looked over at Tim and he looked wounded for a moment, but visibly gained control of his emotions.
 
   “That doesn’t matter.” he said, with his too cool demeanor.  “As long as she wants me the most.”
 
   Muriel stared at him hard for a moment and then sat next to me in the bed.  “Let me speak to her, alone.” she said.
 
   Tim climbed out of bed, grabbed his pants of the floor and made his way into the living room.  He closed the bedroom doors behind him.
 
   “How are you feeling?” she asked.
 
   “Naked.” I said.  She laughed and threw a blanket at me.  I wrapped it around myself.
 
   “How was yesterday, after your drink?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.
 
   Remembering the way I had felt with the power rushing through my body, I felt goosebumps rise up on my arms.  The high was gone, but I still felt great.  “Amazing.” I whispered.
 
   “Good.” she said.  She was quiet for a moment, staring at the wall.  “Be careful with Tim.” she said, looking from the wall to my face.  “We are in deep, Emily.  There is no turning back.  We either obey our masters and serve their agenda, or we end up in a cell.”
 
   I felt afraid.  “You should be afraid.” she said, sensing my fear.  She leaned in close to my face.  “We will have everything we’ve ever dreamed of.  Luxuries.  Pleasures.  Riches.  But it comes at a price.”
 
   She got up from my bed and made her way towards the double doors to the living room.  She paused just in front of the doors and turned to face me.  “Don’t fuck this up Emily.” she said.  “Or I will throw you in a cell.”F
 
   She turned back and left through the doors.  Shivering, I held the blanket tighter around myself.  Walking out into the living room with my blanket wrapped around me, I didn’t see Tim anywhere.  
 
   I made my way to the bathroom, with an empty feeling growing inside of me.  I didn’t want to be alone because I could feel the old Emily fighting to get my attention.  The old Emily brought up images of her time at her Dad’s house.  I shoved her back down and turned the knobs on the bathtub.
 
   Muriel was right.  We were in deep.  There was no turning back.  I had to either accept what I had become, or dwell on the shame I felt.
 
   Holding my breath, I sank into the hot water.  Opening my eyes, I looked out at the blurry view through the water and remembered the decision I had made when I left my dad’s house.  The decision was to end myself if I couldn’t escape before things got bad.  Holding my breath until I felt dizzy, I considered for a moment not ever breathing again.  
 
   Rising up out of the water, I gasped for breath. I looked over at the razor blade on the side of the tub and grabbed it.  Holding it in my hand, I imagined myself slashing my wrists open and letting myself bleed out into the tub.
 
   A tear slipped down my cheek, and I dropped the razor.  I couldn’t do it.  I wanted to live, more than anything.  After all, I wasn’t taking over the world yet.  I was just partying in a mansion.  
 
    
 
    
 
   Tim returned later that afternoon and asked for me to take a walk with him in the gardens outside.  As I followed him down the path to the gardens, he turned to look at me.  He still had the same male underwear model look, while he ran his fingers through his tussled, light brown hair.  His icy blue eyes made feel light headed.
 
   We stepped into a small rectangular area surrounded in carefully shaped bushes.  He pulled me close to him.  “Em.” he whispered.
 
   “Tim.” I whispered back.
 
   With his face close to mine he said “I know you will never love me.”
 
   “Tim...” I whispered.  “I…”
 
   “It can’t be that way, anyway.” he said, his eyes looking sad.  “Muriel is right, and I traded in that kind of life over three hundred years ago.  I don’t love.”
 
   He put his hand up to my cheek, and I studied his youthful face.  Wondering if it was weird to be attracted to someone that could be my great, great, great Grandpa, I decided that this was different.  We weren’t playing by mortal rules anymore.
 
   “Still,” he said.  “I want to be yours.  It doesn’t matter to me who or what you do in this world, just say you’ll be mine.”
 
   My mind raced.  I wasn’t sure what I felt for him yet.  Still, I felt something for him.  I wanted him, and no one else.  “I am yours.” I said, looking into his eyes.  “No matter what I do.”
 
   He smiled and kissed me.  After holding me with his arms around me, he let go and looked at me with a sideways smile.  “I have something for you.” he said, pulling a rectangular box from his pocket.  He handed it to me and I opened it.  It was a gold diamond pendant necklace.
 
   “I promised you that I would get you this necklace, remember?” he said.
 
   I smiled, remembering how he had the stewardess throw away my silver necklace.  “I remember.” I said.
 
   He pulled the necklace from the box and brushed my hair to the side.  I felt it rest on my chest where my silver locket had been before.  I put my hand up to it and traced it with my fingers.  He put his arms around me and held me.
 
   “I have an idea.” he said.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Everything has been so serious today.” he said, with a mischievous grin.  “I think we could use a little fun.”
 
   Tim begged Muriel, literally on his knees, to let him take me out “clubbing.”  He promised that there wouldn’t be any romance, only debauchery. She finally said “fine, but help her with this.”  When she said “this” she waved her hand up and down at my choice of outfit.  I had once again been wearing the most conservative thing I could find in my closet.
 
   Tim followed me to my room and pushed me into the bed, straddling me and kissing my mouth.  With his face close to mine he said “I think you can handle finding yourself something sexy to wear.  Find something you can dance in.”
 
   “I can handle that.” I said.
 
   “Good.” he said.  “I’ve got to run home and change.”
 
   “Where do you live, anyway?” I asked.
 
   “Just up the street, actually.” he said.
 
   “In your own mansion?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.” he said.  “In my own big, lonely mansion.  I’ll be back.”
 
   He kissed me again and then left the room.  I stayed on my back in the bed for a while staring up at the ceiling.  I put my hand up to the diamond on my chest and traced my fingers on it.  I put my fingers to my lips where Tim had kissed me.  
 
   Walking into my closet, I looked around.  I found a black mini skirt and a black low cut shirt.  I still loved to wear black, I couldn’t help it.
 
   I dialed “1” on the phone and asked for the stylists.  They came in, and I said “make my hair big and sexy. I want my eyes smokey and my lips frosty, like you did for the party the other night.”
 
   I looked in the mirror after they left.  My body looked sexy in the little mini skirt in a way I had not seen before.  My hair was full of body, and my waves accentuated.  I smiled at myself in the mirror, satisfied.
 
   Descending the stairs to the foyer, I waited on the bottom steps.  I put my hand on my chin like the thinking man and tapped my foot.  I did everything I could to keep myself from thinking too hard.  I needed a drink.
 
   As if she read my mind, Muriel appeared and asked “Need a drink?”
 
   “I was just thinking that.” I said.  “Do you read minds?”
 
   Muriel just laughed and motioned for me to follow her.  We walked into a hall beyond the living room and descended a stairwell that led under the house.  Everything was dimly lit.
 
   We entered a passage with Egyptian Hieroglyphs and art on the walls. I felt like I’d stepped into a passage in a pyramid.  I watched Muriel's platinum hair bob as she sauntered down the passage with her heels clicking.  
 
   “What is this place?” I asked, to the back of her head.
 
   “Power.” she said, stopping to face me.  I looked at the wall next to us and saw an image of the falcon headed man with humans bowing to him at his feet.  
 
   “Religion.” she said.  “Old religion.”
 
   She turned and continued down the hall.  I followed her into a room.  The room was large, dark, and smokey.  Some sort of herbs or plants had been burning.  I could taste them in the air.
 
   There was a man, had to be in his early twenties, sitting on his knees on a small square platform on the floor.  He was wearing a pair of jeans with no shirt.  He saw Muriel, closed his eyes and bowed with a smile on his face.
 
   “How does he see you?” I whispered to her.
 
   “Shhh.” she replied.  “He doesn’t see me, but he can hear me.  To him, I am a Goddess.”
 
   We both stood before him, and with his head still bowed he lifted his arms up into the air.  On the platform his wrists were at eye level.
 
   “You come to us willingly?” asked Muriel.
 
   “Yes.” replied the man, with reverence in his voice.
 
   Muriel guided me toward one of his raised arms and held up her hand.  Her pointer finger wore a small thimble with a sharp point at the end.
 
   I breathed in hard, staring at her with wide eyes.  I felt sick and looked down at the man.  He was smiling.  I looked back up and Muriel had pierced his wrist.  A little trickle of blood fell from his wrist.
 
   “I know you want it.” she whispered into my ear.
 
   Licking my lips, I remembered the high from the day before.  I remembered tasting the sunshine, sweet like honey.  She grabbed me by the back of my head and pushed my mouth towards his wrist.  
 
   “Obey.” she whispered, into my ear.
 
   At first I felt disgusted.  The blood tasted savory, like the drippings from a steak.  Then it bloomed in my mouth and down my throat, making me feel on fire inside with energy.  I wrapped my arm around his wrist, closed my eyes and became lost in it.
 
   Muriel drank from his other arm.  After a few minutes,  she pulled me away, grabbing me violently by my hair when I resisted.  I wanted more.  
 
   She put her hand on the man’s forehead, concentrated, and then healed his wounds.  “We thank you.” she said to the man.
 
   He smiled, brought down his arms and bowed.  I followed Muriel out the door, feeling ecstasy shooting up my from my feet with each step against the floor.  
 
   As we ascended the stairs to the foyer, I could smell Tim.  He smelled earthy, and like sunshine.  I ran up ahead of Muriel, wanting to be closer to the smell.
 
   Tim stood in the foyer, wearing a tight black t-shirt and some nice fitting jeans.  I could see his abs through his shirt.  After bounding towards him I ran my hands up his shirt and across his abs, nuzzling my face into his neck and inhaling his scent.
 
   “Em?” he asked, cautiously.
 
   “Let’s go.” I said, without explanation.
 
   I walked away from him and out the door.
 
   “Have fun!” shouted Muriel as Tim jogged to catch up to me.  I dove into the backseat of the car where the driver stood with the door open.  Tim climbed in beside me.  I put my hands on him and kissed him deeply.
 
   “Wow.” he said, getting a taste of the blood in my mouth.  “I guess we are going to have that kind of night.”
 
   I laughed, with my head back, feeling like I was flying inside of my body.  My heart beat wildly in my chest as I felt the power flowing through me.  Tim pulled a flask out from his pocket, removed the lid, and took a drink.  He handed it to me.  
 
   “This should calm you down a bit.” he said.
 
   I took it and poured some into my mouth.  It burned and bloomed, warm in my stomach.  My heart slowed down a bit.
 
   “Brilliant.” I said, looking out the window at the city lights in the dark.  They looked like dancing fireflies, occasionally leaving a trail of light in the air as time slowed down and sped up.  
 
   With the energy rushing through me I felt like I wanted to fly.  “I need to get out of this car.” I said, feeling my heart race again.
 
   “We’re almost there.” said Tim, running his fingers across my thigh.  I put my hand on his, quick as lightening, and looked into his eyes.  I felt lost in them.
 
   The car stopped on a sidewalk, and Tim got out.  He opened my door and held out his hand.  I grabbed it and looked around at the sidewalk.  We were at a club with a long line full of people that went on down to the end of the block.  Tim pulled me along, and we walked right past the bouncer as he looked me up and down and nodded.  I looked back at the crowd to see everyone staring at me, many of them with their mouths hanging open.
 
   “They see your beauty, Em.” he said, talking into my ear over the roar of the club.  “Told you.  You are a fucking goddess.” 
 
     I smiled and followed Tim into a dark club, with lights flashing to the music.  There were go-go dancers up on platforms of various heights scattered throughout the room.  We slipped into the crowd and began dancing with everyone else.
 
   I was surrounded by people dancing so close to me that I could feel their bodies brushing against me.  Dancing with my arms up in the air, the music moved through my body.  
 
   Suddenly there was a man dancing in front of me, and he faced me.  He was sexy, for a mortal, and I smiled at him.  He put his hands on my hips and began dancing with his body pressed up against mine.
 
   In my trance, I looked to my right and saw Tim dancing, just as dirty, with a busty little blond woman in a pink halter top.  I met eyes with him, and he smiled at me.  
 
   After disappearing into the crowd, I got up onto one of the platforms and began dancing.  The crowd cheered me on and I saw the flash of a camera.  Time momentarily stopped, and I was seeing myself in the image that the camera held.
 
   I eventually climbed down from the platform and made my way over to the bar where I could see Tim sitting.  He handed me a drink, and I played footsie with him.
 
   By the third club and the sixth drink I was fading in and out of consciousness. I felt like I was in a room with a strobe light, and with each flash I was posed somewhere different - dancing with a different man or a different crowd.
 
   We ended up in a back room of a club, and the whole scene felt like a dream.  While I was making out with a hunky blond guy, I looked over to see Tim with his body pressed into a woman.  It gave me a pang of jealousy.  I pushed her out of the way and heard a squeaky “hey!” come out of her mouth as she fell hard to the floor.
 
   “Mine.” I said, straddling him.
 
   “Yours.” he said, smiling at me.
 
   In another flash we were no longer at the club.  I was in a bed, naked, with Tim.  I was on top of him, running my hands across his chest, slowly and then as quick as lightening.  I threw my head back in ecstasy.
 
   In the next flash, I was running through the garden, completely naked and holding Tim’s hand.  It was exhilarating, with chilly air biting against my skin.  As we ran the garden was a blur of darkness, moonlight and green.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Waking up in my bed in my wing of the mansion, I looked around me, disoriented and confused.  Putting my hand on my chest I felt the diamond with my fingers.  Everything came back to me in a rush - the old Emily that knew nothing about the supernatural, then Peter and my dad, and then the memory of Tim walking up to me on the street at my Dad’s house.  
 
   Watching Tim in slow motion in my memory, I remembered him kissing my hand while fear rushed through me.  I wanted to go back in time and step out into the street with him.  I wanted to run away with him in that moment.  My mom would never have been kidnapped, and I would be right where I wanted to be.
 
   Remembering the Hall of Elders, I watched their expressionless faces again while my blood spilled out onto the floor.  I remembered Peter and my dad leaving me alone in the hall before it happened and how pissed off I was on the ride home.
 
   My dad would always be my dad, but Peter was only in my life for a few months.  When I thought about my dad, I still felt myself caring.  When I thought about Peter, I felt nothing.  
 
   Flipping over to my side and slipping my hand under my pillow, I curled up in a little ball.  My memories faded away, and though the morning light was seeping in through the cracks of the curtains, I fell right back to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 

XII
 
   The Locket
 
    
 
    
 
   Walking down the stairs and into the foyer, I moved with grace, having perfected my ability to walk in heels and  a tight dress.  I met Muriel in the foyer and followed her into a room with couches that surrounded a movie theater sized screen.  “I want to show you something.” she said.
 
   I watched the image of myself in the club flash across the screen.  The narrating voice talked about me as the “mystery heiress that everyone is dying to know about.”
 
   She pointed a remote towards the screen and shut it off.  She stepped towards me and put her hands around my waist.  She was smiling and looking the picture of a proud mother.  “You.” she said.  “Are getting an interview and a photo shoot tomorrow.”
 
   I smiled back at her, revelling in her pride towards me, when I saw Tim enter the room.  Muriel nodded, acknowledging his presence, and then waved me off.
 
   Following Tim outside into the early afternoon sun, we went past the big pool and climbed up to the smaller pool where the waterfall flowed from.  It overlooked the valley with the same view as the one out of my bathroom window.
 
   We immersed ourselves in the water, next to each other, resting our arms and chins on the edge with the view.  It was quiet in the garden, with the sounds of the busy afternoon of cars and people amounting to a dull roar.
 
   “It seems like it’s just you and me in this world.” I said.
 
   “That’s how I see it.” he said.  “Wherever we go.  Just us.  The world is ours.”
 
   “We are like Gods.” I said.  “Except…”
 
   I could hear and feel the beating of my heart.
 
   “Except what?” he asked.  “We are Gods.”
 
   Grabbing his hand from the ledge, I placed it over my heart.  “How long will I live?” I asked him.  “How long until this stops beating?”
 
   “It won’t.” he said, confidently.  “Someone might try to kill you at some point.  But you won’t let them.  I won’t let them.  You will never grow old.  We will walk the earth together.  Forever.”
 
   “Might.” I said.  “Someone will.  You know someone will while my heart still beats.”  He looked out over the valley as if he was searching for something.  I looked out into the valley, searching for what he could be searching for.  “We will find it, Em.” he said.
 
   “Find what?” I asked.
 
   “The pool.” he said.  “Of immortality.  I know it exists, hidden somewhere.  We will find it, and bathe you in it.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t love.” I said, moved by the passion in his words.  I looked over to his face, and he looked wounded, with watery eyes.
 
   “Don’t speak of love, Em.” he said, pushing himself away from the ledge and swimming towards the waterfall.  I watched as he rose up out of the water and dove off the waterfall, disappearing.
 
   I turned and looked back over the ledge, staring off into the valley.  The feeling that Tim gave me when I saw that look on his face reverberated through me.  Hearing the sound of him getting out of the water and leaving, I stayed where I was and let him go.
 
   Stepping out of the water, I climbed down from the high pool and stepped down the path below.  I looked behind me and saw a trail of my wet footprints.  Feeling the pathway beneath my feet, I stopped.
 
   I felt alone, and thought “this his how it’s always been, my whole life.”  Every one that had been in my life, aside from my mom, felt fleeting.  My only constant was feeling alone in the universe.  
 
   I walked around the front of the mansion, and into the front door.  Stepping into the foyer, I stopped at the edge of the stairs.  Admitting to myself that I came in that way for a reason, I turned and made my way to the stairwell that led below the house.
 
   Walking down the dim hallway, I ran my fingers over the hieroglyphs and the images of Pharaohs and Gods.  I stopped where I saw an Egyptian man and  woman sitting side by side on their thrones.  I saw myself and Tim sitting there, tracing the image with my fingers.  
 
   Exploring the hall I found the same room that Muriel had led me to before.  It was empty, with no one on the little raised platform offering their blood.
 
   I went back into the hallway and walked to the very end. After finding a dark doorway, I peered down a stairwell.  Descending the winding stairwell, it seemed to go on forever.  I considered turning back several times, but my curiosity kept me moving.
 
   Finally reaching the bottom I emerged into a large hall with tall ceilings.  A wide, red carpet ran down the middle of it.  I followed the carpet with my eyes, and looked up to see Muriel at the end of it, sitting high upon a throne made of gold.
 
   Muriel looked up at me and beckoned me with her hand.  I walked down the hall, watching Muriel.  As I approached the throne, she held up her hand for me to stop.
 
   “In here, daughter, you kneel to me.” she said quietly.
 
   I looked around to see that in the darkness at the edges of the hall stood men and women.  They were in groups and holding wine glasses as if they were in the middle of socializing at a party.  They were all frozen and silent, looking at me.
 
   Looking up at Muriel, her eyes were intense.  Feeling a chill up my spine, I stepped toward her.  After I got down to my knees and bowed,  I felt her place her hand upon my bowed head.  “Rise.” she said.  “And stand next to me.”
 
   The crowd began moving again and returned to their hushed conversations.  Moving to stand next to her, I stepped down to the side of her raised throne.  The platform of her throne kept her face about a foot above where I stood.  Muriel looked down onto my face.  “You seek power.” she said.
 
   “I…” I said, not knowing what to say.
 
   “That’s why you came down here.” she said.
 
   I felt a wave of guilt and shame, knowing she was right.
 
   “Don’t.” she said.  “It’s your destiny, Emily.”
 
   I looked around at all the people.  Some I could tell were immortals.  Some were mortals.  
 
   Staring at a group of mortals, I wondered what it was like for them.  The immortals must have seemed like ghosts with their disembodied voices.  It must have seemed like magic to them.
 
   “You will sit on this throne, soon.” she said.  “When you are ready, and only when you are ready.  I will leave this place and it all will be yours.  I think you already know this.”
 
   “Where will you go?” I asked.
 
   “I will retire.” she said.  “I will have everything I worked for.”  She looked down at me and smiled.  “From this throne you will rise to even higher thrones.  You will bring our people out of darkness and into the daylight.  They will worship us under the sun.  You will bridge our worlds, mortal and immortal, and make them one.”
 
   Imagining myself sitting in a high throne, I could feel the sun against my skin.  I remembered the power I felt, high on the blood, tasting the sunlight in my open mouth.  I wanted it.
 
   She leaned towards me and grabbed me under my chin.  “But first,” she said. “you must build your kingdom under  the sun.  Show yourself to them.”
 
   “I will.” I said.
 
   “Good.” she said, letting go of me.  “Now kneel at my feet once more and the leave my hall.  It’s not yours yet.”
 
   After kneeling, I felt her hand upon my bowing head again.  Leaving the hall, I climbed back up the stairs.  As I entered the foyer I spotted one of the servants, in her black clothing.  She skittered around close to the wall, like a mouse.  That was how they moved through the house, skittering on the edges and never making eye contact.
 
   Quick as lightening I rushed across the foyer, my feet barely touching the ground.  I stopped in front of her, startling her.  Her chest heaved as she looked at me, wide eyed.
 
   “Have a car brought around the front.” I said.  “I’m going out.”
 
   She nodded and rushed away.  After walking across the foyer I opened the front door.  Standing in the driveway, I watched as a car approached.  He stopped in front of me, got out, and opened the door.
 
   As I watched the world go by through the passenger window, I felt free.  No one had stopped me.   There was no immortal escorting me, or lurking around.  Just a mortal driver, in the front seat.  I could hear his heart beating.
 
   Pulling the wallet out of a purse that Muriel had given me, I stared down at the multitude of credit cards that lined the little pockets.  “I want you to take me to a restaurant.” I said.  “The best one you know of.”
 
   “Yes, Miss.” he said.
 
   We pulled up in front of a sidewalk and the driver let me out.  I looked up at the restaurant and then looked back and nodded to him.  He left with the car, and I stepped towards the door.
 
   Hearing a rush of footsteps I stopped to observe the commotion. There was a group approaching, holding cameras and recording tapes.  I turned and faced them.  A woman shoved her way to the front while cameras flashed.
 
   “Tell us who you are!” she said.
 
   “The name’s Em.” I said, with a wink.  Turning my back to the crowd, I flipped my hair behind me.  I walked slowly into the restaurant, giving them some time to see me walk away.
 
   After I ate the most articulately arranged plate of food I’d ever seen, I pulled out one of the credit cards and watched nervously as the waitress walked away with it.  She returned and handed me the receipt.  
 
   Elated at my success with the credit card, I had the driver drop me off at a row of boutique shops.  Not paying attention to any of the price tags, I picked out over a dozen outfits that were way outside my normal conservative Emily boundaries.  
 
   Exhausted, I stopped off at the day spa that Tim had taken me too where I got a massage and full body wrap.  While immobilized in the body wrap, I took a little nap, exhausted from the exercise of walking around in heels all day.
 
   It started getting late, so I headed home.  As we descended the hill to my house I thought of Tim.  I didn’t like how he’d just up and left me earlier in the pool.  “Take me to Tim.” I said to the driver, just before Tim’s driveway.
 
   The driver changed course and headed up the drive to Tim’s mansion.  I stepped out and walked through the front door to the empty foyer.  “Tim.” I said loudly.
 
   Tim appeared in the opposite end of the foyer.  His face was expressionless.  I walked towards him and he didn’t move.  I stopped, just in front of him.
 
   “One minute,” I said. “you are talking about us walking the earth together forever.  And the minute I say the word love, you leave me.”  I put my hand up to his face, and he didn’t move.  His expression didn’t change.  He stood there with his hands out to his side.  
 
   “You will never love me.  I’ve known this from the beginning and accepted it.” he said.  “Don’t manipulate me, Em.”
 
   He turned his body away from me and I removed my hand.  His rejection tore me up inside, and I knew exactly why.  It had been simmering on the edges of my heart for some time.  In that moment it was boiling over.  “So what if I do love you.” I said.  “What if that’s real.  What would you do then?”
 
   His hand was suddenly on my face, and his face about four inches from mine.  His face still expressionless, he said “What about your boyfriend back home?” 
 
   “Tim.” I said.  “He means nothing to me now.  I don’t understand why you don’t think I couldn’t ever love you.”
 
    He crossed his arms and said “No one has ever loved me.  Not even my own mother.  I don’t know what you see in me.”
 
   Searching, I looked into the blue of his eyes.  “I see an ocean inside of you.” I said.  “I see my closest friend, the one I can tell all of my secrets to.  We get each other.”  
 
   “Tell me a secret, Em, and I’ll tell you one of mine.” he said, whispering.  
 
   Whispering back, I said “I’m in love with you.”  As he searched my eyes, I knew he could see it.  I meant every word.  He put his forehead onto mine and said “That’s my secret.  I’m in love with you, Em.  I want you more than anything.”
 
   Tim and I embraced each other, and I didn’t ever want to leave that moment.  I knew it was late though, so I worked up some self control and pulled myself away.  Walking away, I looked back over my shoulder at him.  Taking a picture in my mind, I held it in my heart. 
 
   As I looked out the window and we pulled out of Tim’s drive, I noticed several cars follow us.  They parked just outside our gate.  “Who are they?” I asked the driver.
 
   “Paparazzi.” he said, as he punched in the code to open the gate to our drive.  “Must have followed us.”
 
   The attention was a novelty.  My whole life I’d been a wallflower, just a tiny thing in the background.  Not that I ever wanted that sort of attention, but having it I couldn’t escape the high it gave me.
 
   When I got into my bedroom I kicked off my shoes and sat on my bed.  Noticing an envelope sitting on the bed next to me, I picked it up carefully.  It said “Emily” in cursive on the front.
 
   Flipping it over, I opened it.  There was a letter folded up inside.  After unfolding it, my old silver locket from Peter fell onto the floor in front of me.  I backed up onto the bed in a crouching position, like it might attack me at any moment.  
 
   Peering over the bed at it, the memory of Peter putting the silver locket around my neck flashed through my mind.  “No!” I thought, shoving the memory away. 
 
   Climbing down from the bed I crouched a few feet away from the necklace.  Carefully, I reached over and touched it.  I felt queasy.  Remembering Tim’s revulsion toward the silver, I understood.  It was disgusting.
 
   Grabbing a hair brush off of my vanity, I approached it again. Looking at it sideways I scooped up the necklace with the handle of the brush.  I walked with it away from my body, like I was disposing of a dead animal.  
 
   Stepping into the back of my closet, I opened a drawer full of accessories.  I found a box and dropped it in, closing it quickly.  After taking a deep breath I shoved it into the back of the drawer.
 
   After I went back into the bedroom, I stared at the unfolded letter on the floor next to the bed where I’d dropped it.  Picking it up, I smoothed it out and began to read.
 
    
 
   Emily,
 
    
 
   Your mom is safe now.  We watch over her, always.  I know what you’ve done, and it doesn’t matter.  I will always love you.  Always.  Please come home to me.
 
    
 
   Love,
 
   Peter
 
    
 
   Feeling sick, I crumbled up the letter.  “It doesn’t matter?” I thought.  I would never be able to make up for the things I had done, and I didn’t want his forgiveness.
 
   Though Peter and I had spent hours talking and sharing, he felt like a stranger to me.  Strange things were happening when I met him, and I wondered if it was that alone that attracted me to him.  My mind wandered to the memory of Peter holding me down, keeping me from trading myself in for my mom’s freedom.
 
   When the word “freedom” passed through my mind, I remembered running through the night hand in hand with Tim.  Muriel had threatened to throw me in a cell over Tim, and I wondered how long the freedom would last.
 
   After throwing the letter in the wastebasket I picked up the phone and dialed “1” to have my room cleaned.  I wanted that letter gone.
 
   Not wanting to be near any of it, I left down the stairs to go outside.  Wandering into the garden, I found the same private place where Tim and I had spoken before, surrounded in bushes.  Sitting down on the ground, I wrapped my arms around my legs.
 
   I let myself think of my old apartment.  I remembered the comfort of sitting in my book room, on the dusty blue chaise lounge.  I missed George, my stubborn old cat.  I missed working with Rick.
 
   Turning my head to the side, I rested it on my knees.  Everything had seemed so clear before when I was with Muriel in her hall.  The letter from Peter shook me up.
 
   Taking in a deep breath,  I imagined for a moment what it would be like to run away, and go back to my dad’s house.  I would barely be able to look my dad and Peter in the eye.  
 
   They knew I was staying because I wanted to, and it was true.  It wasn’t about shame anymore either.  I felt invested in the world I was living in.
 
   Rocking back and forth with my arms around my legs, I put my hand up to the diamond hanging from the necklace on my chest.  “There’s no turning back.” I said, to no one.
 
   After making my way back up to my room, I inspected the trash can to see that it had been taken out.  I dialed “1” on the phone.  “Bring me a bottle of wine, please.” I said.
 
   “What would you like?” the woman said.
 
   “Surprise me.” I said, hanging up.
 
   A woman in black scurried in, leaving a vintage bottle of Pinot Noir and a glass.  She uncorked it, poured a glass, and left.
 
   Drinking the entire glass, I left it on the side table and climbed into bed with the bottle.  I drank straight from the bottle until I felt numb.  I was on my back on top of the covers when I saw Muriel appear.
 
   Without speaking, she took the bottle from me, pulled back the blankets and covered me up.  She shut off the light and left.  All of my cares melted away with the buzzing haze in my mind, carrying me off to sleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

XIII
 
   The Visitor
 
    
 
    
 
   In my dream it was an earthquake, but when I woke up it was Muriel shaking me awake.  “Get up.” she said.  “We have a big day today.” 
 
   Sitting up in bed, I looked around at my large room that was becoming more familiar to me with each morning.  I pushed my blankets off, noticing that I’d fallen asleep in my dress and it had ridden up around my stomach.  Rubbing my temples, I felt like my head was in a vice.
 
   “Here.” she said, holding a wine glass out to me.  After accepting the glass, I peered into it and recognized it as red wine laced with blood.  As I thought of the power and ecstasy pulsing through my body, I remembered running fast through the night with Tim.  I craved that rush.
 
   “Wait.” she said, before I could grab the glass.  It took all of my strength not to just grab it from her and pour it down my throat like a hungry animal.  “Cleanse yourself first.” she said.  “I need you at your best.”
 
   Setting the glass aside and sighing, I threw myself back onto my pillow.  Closing my eyes, I concentrated.  That time, instead of just asking the alcohol to leave, I carefully guided it out through my skin.  I erupted into a cold sweat and shivered.  I felt sweaty and gross, but it was much better than throwing up.
 
   When I sat back up in the bed, Muriel handed me the glass.  I threw back my head and poured it down.  The rush of power that I had craved coursed through my body.  It felt like sunshine, kisses, and fluttering butterflies.
 
   Muriel walked away, and I got into the shower.  I rinsed away the sweat and felt every single drop of water caressing my skin.  Reaching up towards the shower head with my open palm, I reveled in the sensation.
 
   Emerging from the shower, I dried off with the towel.  I stepped up to the platform of the tub and stood naked in the large window.  Looking down at the garden, was able to zoom in on tiny things with my vision, and saw a tiny dew drop on a leaf.  It was glowing with the colors of the sunlight.
 
   From the tiny leaf, I looked out into the distance and scanned the valley below.  A figure caught my attention.  There was a sidewalk through a suburb about five miles into the valley, and there stood a man, facing me.  I looked closer at his face and saw the face of Peter, looking at me with sad eyes.  Gasping, I jumped down from the platform. 
 
   Muriel appeared in the doorway.  “Are you alright?” She asked.  “I could taste your fear all the way from the foyer.”
 
   “I just saw...” I said, thinking of what to say.  “Can the blood make you hallucinate?” I asked.
 
   “No.” she said.  “It only sharpens your vision.  It never defies it.”
 
   Looking down at the floor, I felt afraid to look out of the window again.  It was difficult to believe that Peter could have been really standing down in the valley, miles away, staring at me.  He seemed like a ghost.
 
   “Do not be overwhelmed by what you see, Emily.” she said.  “You are seeing the world in a way that mortals aren’t capable of.  All of its beauty and detail, and all the things that exist to serve you.”
 
   I told my body to be calm, and took some deep breaths.  Peter’s face attempted to flash through my mind but I quickly snuffed it out.  I wished that he would just give up on me already.
 
   Not bothering to put on my robe, I walked into my bedroom.  Tim was sitting in my bed, and Muriel was nowhere in sight.
 
   As I looked around for Muriel, Tim said “Muriel called me and I ran here as quickly as I could.  She said you were going through something that she’d rather have me deal with.”
 
   The whole Peter in the window situation faded away when my eyes locked on to Tim.  He was removing his shirt, and I could see the muscles on his abdomen and then his arms.  Everything about him was glorious, even the shape of his navel.  
 
   Launching myself across the room, I dove into the bed on top of him.  I held down his arms and kissed his lips.  He flipped me over onto my back and kissed me back, and I disappeared into a state of absolute bliss.
 
   I found myself in the shower again, being caressed by the water.  When I got out and closed the shower door behind me, I looked over to the window.   “Not looking out there again.” I thought, as I dried myself off with the towel.  
 
   After I went into my closet and emerged in a dress, I found Muriel standing in my bedroom.  “You look much better.” she said, with a wink.  “Let’s go.”
 
   Following her down the hall, down the stairs, and out into the foyer, she stopped just before the front door and turned to me.  “First,” she said. “we have a photo shoot.  After that, we head to your interview.  It may seem dull today, but don’t worry. I will cut you loose later so you can go clubbing with your sidekick.  I know you love that.”
 
   The photo shoot did seem as dull as Muriel had predicted.  High on the blood, I wanted to dance, run or make love to Tim.  There was too much power running through me, and I felt like a moth trapped in a jar being denied it’s journey towards the flame.
 
   I found an outlet by “showing myself” to the cameras.  I made myself vivid as possible, moving my body in subtle ways to exploit my beauty. 
 
   The interview consisted of me quickly memorizing and repeating Muriel’s carefully crafted lies.  I was an heiress that had lived in Hollywood my whole life.  I thought it was funny that I was just now being noticed.  Muriel was my mother, a successful business woman and billionaire.  
 
   I told the interviewer that I was set to take over the business in another few years, and I listed off my philanthropic ways that I would use my billions to try to make the world a better place.  The interviewer ate that up, and everyone listening leaned forward in their seats. 
 
   The entire day was consumed by the photo shoot and the interview.  As Muriel promised, she cut me loose on the city with Tim, just as the sun began to set.
 
   Tim and I partied late into the evening, going from club to club and ending up at a small party hosted at the Mansion of a Hollywood actress.  The night became a blur of lights, faces, and the hands of strangers on my skin.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Floating on my back in the pool, I felt the sunshine on my face.  The air was sweet from blooming flowers and trees in the nearby garden.  Spring had set in, bringing with it hot afternoons full of pool parties and basking in the sun.  
 
   The days piled up behind me, a heap of memories that gave me a rush to sort through and remember.  My previous life, as a scientist and introvert, seemed tiny and without meaning. Remembering back to my days at my dad’s house, the immortal world they had introduced me to seemed so quiet and hidden. 
 
   I began to believe my own lie that The Pure were holding me hostage when I was staying with my dad.  It sure felt that way when I couldn’t even leave my dad’s house unescorted.  And for what?  They kept me in fear of The Corrupt, of Tim.  There was nothing about Tim that I feared.  Granted, Muriel scared the hell out of me on occasion, but my dad and Peter had denied me so much.  They seemed like the corrupt ones.  
 
   The water rolled off of me as I emerged from the pool.  After that, I went back to my room to spend the afternoon picking out the perfect outfit, getting my hair styled and my makeup applied.  Descending the stairs, I was ready for another wild evening hopping from club to club with Tim.
 
   Stepping into the hallway covered in Egyptian art, I went down the winding stairs into Muriel’s hall.  After I bowed at her feet, Muriel rose from her chair, whispered to a nearby immortal man which left and returned with a mortal man.  He followed me up the stairs and into the dimly lit room with the platform.  He sat upon the platform on his knees and bowed his head with a smile.  His arms rose above his head, his head still bowed.
 
   “You come to me willingly?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.” he said.  
 
   Cutting his wrist with the sharp pointed thimble on my index finger, I drank from him.  Brimming with power, I ran across the garden and wound through the gardens to Tim’s house, running my fingers across leaves along the way.  Throwing open the front doors to his house, I rushed in and stood in the middle of his foyer.  I watched him as he descended the stairs, his body moving beneath his clothes.  He didn’t look like a male underwear model to me anymore.  He looked like a God.
 
   We began our ritual of hopping from club to club, moving with the crowds.  The clubs always let us in past the line of people outside, appreciating the crowd that followed us.  We’d gained an entourage of some of the most famous people in Hollywood.
 
   Dancing my way through a sea of people in a club, I spotted Tim in a trance, moving his body with the bodies around him.  After watching him for awhile I left down a hall and opened the door to the women’s bathroom.  Approaching the sink, I looked at myself in the mirror and arranged my hair.
 
   “Shit.” I said, as I saw my dad appear in the mirror behind me.  Muriel had said that the blood wouldn’t make me hallucinate, but I thought maybe someone had slipped me something in my drink.  I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.
 
   When I opened my eyes he was still there.  I saw him put his hand on my shoulder and felt it.  I turned around to face him.  “You’re real?” I asked, feeling lightheaded.
 
   “Emily?” he said, with concern on his face.  “Of course I’m real.  I’m here to take you home.”
 
   “No.” I said, crossing my arms.  “Please leave.”
 
   “Emily.” he said, breathlessly.   “I knew it was bad, but...”  He searched my eyes.
 
   After glancing at the door I looked back at him.  He was standing between me and the door.  I moved to go around him, and he moved to stand in front of me.  “Let me go.” I said, feeling pissed off.  
 
   He wasn’t going to budge.  Glancing around me, I memorized the shape of the room.  His arms moved in slow motion towards me.  Waiting until he was within inches of me, I launched myself backwards.  Bending my leg underneath me, I used my foot to push myself off of the sink and towards a bathroom stall.  Catching the stall with my hands I swung my body off of it, launching myself towards the door.  I did all of this in the span of time that he had moved his hands up to place them on me.
 
   I was out the door and running through the crowd.  Grabbing Tim by the arm, I woke him from his trance.  He looked confused.  I leaned in to his ear while we moved through the crowd and said “My dad is after me.”
 
   Clinging to his arm as we broke through the crowd I said “Don’t let him take me, Tim!” 
 
   “Don’t look back.” he said.
 
   “The car.” I said, as we ran past it.  “We run.” he said.  We ran faster than that day at the Hall of Elders where I had burst through the window, and the nights that we ran through the gardens.  As the world blurred in my periphery, I saw Tim’s mansion come in to view.
 
   We burst through the front doors and Tim held me in the center of his foyer.  I looked at the door, with my chest heaving, waiting in fear.  “You’re safe here.” he said.
 
   “How?” I asked.
 
   “He would never come in here.” said Tim.  “The same sort of forces that keep me from entering even the yard of his home keep him from mine as well.”  
 
   I took a deep breath.  “What do we do now?” I asked.  “Should I call Muriel?” 
 
   He nodded.
 
   I walked over to a phone that sat on a table in the far corner of the room and dialed the number to Muriel’s cell phone.  “Yes?” she asked.
 
   “It’s me.” I said.  “My dad is after me.”
 
   “Stay where you are.” she said.
 
   A few minutes later she appeared in the doorway.  “I’ve got this place, and my place, crawling with guards.” she said.  “There’s no sign of him.”
 
   She came closer and put her hands on my shoulders.  “Tell me what happened.” she said.  I told her how he appeared in the bathroom behind me, and wouldn’t let me leave.  I told her how I escaped and ran away with Tim.
 
   “Good.” she said, letting go of me and pacing back and forth with the sound of her heels echoing in the foyer.  After several minutes of pacing, she stopped to face us.  “I think,” she said. “that you are loyal to me.  Don’t leave the house without the blood, and I think you’ll be too quick for any of them.  Just as a precaution, we will send someone ahead of you when you go, to make sure it’s free from those idiots.”
 
   Muriel turned on her heels and walked out the front door.  Following Tim up to his bedroom, I attempted to calm myself along the way.  Climbing into his bed, I felt sleepy.  Tim climbed in next to me, facing me, looking concerned.  “I’m fine.” I said.  “I’m glad I’m safe.”
 
   “Em..” he said, searching my eyes.  “That was your dad.”
 
   I looked at him, confused.  “Was.” I said.  “Can we not talk about that?”
 
   I ran my fingers along his abdomen, and he grabbed my hand and held it.  “He loves you, Em.” he said.
 
   I looked away.  “Why would you say that?” I asked.  “I don’t like this side of you.”
 
   He put his hand on my cheek and turned my face towards him.  I looked into his eyes and felt lost in the blue sky of them.  “You are in deep, Em.” he said.  “I am in deep.  I have been doing this for hundreds of years.  I know there’s no turning back.  I know what I am.”
 
   He was quiet for a minute, and then a tear fell down his cheek.  “Sometimes I wish I could convince you to go back.” he said. “But I’m selfish, and I want you.”  
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “I look at the emptiness in the eyes of my masters,” he said.  “and of my own parents.  They followed the same path that we are on now, and that’s where it’s gotten them.  Empty.”
 
   I thought back to the beady little eyes of the falcon headed man, and his bearded witness to my test.  He did seem hollow.  Both men were icy cold, like all the humor and joy of life had been gutted out of them.
 
   I looked into Tim’s eyes, into the blue, and he was so full of life.  Remembering the sound of his laughter, I watched in my mind as we ran hand in hand through the garden.  “You bring that out in me, you know.” he said.  
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “I can see on your face what you’re seeing in your minds eye.” he said.  “You’ve awakened me, Em.  You make me feel alive.”
 
   “Who says that I will become empty, Tim?” I asked.  “I don’t have to change.”  He leaned in close to me and said “You just turned away the love of your own father.  How does that make you feel inside?”
 
   I searched in my mind.  At first I felt the relief that I’d been feeling earlier from the escape.  Then I went back in my mind to the picture of my Dad’s face as he blocked my way to the exit in the bathroom.  His concerned face.  
 
   Remembering his eyes, I saw the love in them.  Instinctively, I shoved the picture him away in my mind.  I pushed him far, far away, until he no longer existed.  
 
   Taking a deep breath, I was dwelling in my satisfaction.  Then it hit me.  There was a big empty hole inside me where my dad had been.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

XIV
 
   The Cell
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning I flipped over onto my stomach, propping up my chin with my hands.  There were two things that ran through my head over and over again, like scrolling text on a neon sign.  For one, the way Tim exposed his feelings to me.  The other thing was the big empty hole inside me where my dad had been before.
 
   I had pushed my dad out of my mind so violently the night before that I couldn’t even picture him in my mind anymore.  It was like I saw him the first time in the coffee shop and was only able to see him in pieces.  I could see his dark hair or his ivory skin, but the rest of him was gone.
 
   Removing one of my hands off of my chin I traced circles on my pillow.  Tim had said that he wished sometimes that he could convince me to go back.  Seeing the way he looked at me in my mind, I could see his genuine love for me.
 
   I had turned my back on Peter.  I had turned my back on my dad.  I wondered if I would eventually turn my back on Tim.  I thought “Maybe that’s my destiny.  A trail of wounded behind me on my path to power.”
 
   If my destiny was to end up cold and empty like those men that tested me, then I wasn’t sure I wanted it.  I knew it wasn’t right.  “Fuck power.” I said, into my pillow.
 
   Pushing myself up from my stomach and onto my knees, I didn’t know where to go, or what to do, but I was determined to save Tim and myself from the train wreck we were in.
 
   Walking with Tim down the path to the garden, I pulled him into the private space in the bushes where we had met up before.  I pulled him close and whispered “Let’s run away together.”
 
   He stepped backwards and looked down at the ground.  By the expressions on his face, I could see the turmoil he was experiencing in his mind.  “Em.” he said, looking at me seriously.  “Where would we go?”
 
   “Anywhere.” I said.  “Let’s just run and run until we are all alone.  I don’t need any of these luxuries.  We could live in the woods for all I care.  I just want to be with you.”
 
   “But if we are caught…” he said, staring off into the distance.  “Oh Em, I wouldn’t want that for you.  They would do terrible things to you.”
 
   I felt a chill and brushed it off.  “It’s worth it.” I said.  “You are worth it.”
 
   He pulled me into his arms and kissed me.  I nuzzled my head into his shoulder.  “You are sure?” he asked.
 
   “Absolutely.” I said.
 
   He let go of me and then looked around him.  He smoothed out his suit.  “Okay.” he said.  “Tonight?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I love you, Em.” he whispered.  
 
   “I love you too, Tim.” I whispered back, looking into his eyes.  He looked every bit as happy as I felt.
 
   Walking slowly back to the house, I did everything I could to calm my nerves.  Shoving our plan to the back of my mind, I headed upstairs to my room.  As I stepped into the room I could feel anger vibrating in the air.
 
   I froze just inside the door.  Muriel was standing in the living room with her arms out to her sides and her hands balled into fists.  The look on her face was furious.
 
   I glanced at the door.  “Don’t even think about it.” she said sharply.
 
   “Muriel?” I asked.  In an instant she was a blur and then standing behind me, pinning my arms down to my sides.  I struggled to move.  She lifted me, like a child, and the more I struggled the more her grip around my body tightened.  
 
   My room flashed by and then we were down the stairs.  I could see the walls of the hall pass by us in a blur.  I felt my stomach lurch as it fell like we were falling and twisting down the winding stairs to her hall.  At the end of the hall, behind her throne, we passed through another door and descended another stairwell.
 
   Suddenly we were still.  A robed figure opened up a door to a barred cell, and Muriel threw me in.  My head and back slammed against a stone wall, knocking the air out of me before I could even attempt to react.  I held on to the back of my head and then pulled my hand away to see blood on it.  “Muriel?” I asked again, as she slammed the door closed.
 
   “You bitch!” she roared.  “You fucking bitch!”
 
   “Muriel,” I said, with tears streaming down my face.  “Please.”
 
   “I warned you.” she said.  “Now I have to go deal with Tim.  I can’t believe you two would go this far.”
 
   “Muriel.” I said.
 
   “Shut up.” she said.  “I am being a good mother to you.  I’ll let you out in a month.  Maybe you will have learned your lesson by then and actually be thankful for what I provide.”
 
   Muriel left, and I sank to my knees, weeping.  At first I thought my cries were echoing, and then I realized that there were others crying around me.  I quieted myself and listened to the eerie wailing and weeping through the darkness.
 
   Looking down at the blood on my hand, I remembered I was injured.  It took all of my strength to heal my wound, and I fell to my side and passed out.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I woke up to the sound of weeping.  “Whyyyy?” cried out a voice.  It was awful.  By the door of my cell sat a wooden tray, with a wooden cup of wine and a piece of bread.  Thirsty and famished, I drank down the wine and consumed the bread.  The wine buzzed through my head.
 
   “Tim.” I said, out loud.  “Oh God, what have I done?”  I crumpled over with my face on the cool stone floor.  Wondering if Tim might also be in a cell, I pushed myself up to my knees.  “Tim!” I howled, wondering if he was in a cell too.  “Tiiiim!”
 
   With no answer, I hunched my back over and began sobbing.  Crying and moaning, I sang along with the miserable weeping chorus in the darkness.
 
   “He’s not here.” said a deep voice.  I sat up and looked to my right where the voice came from.  The room was dark, but I could faintly see a figure in the cell next to me. 
 
   “How do you know he’s not here?” I asked.
 
   “If I tell you,” he said,  “will you promise to stop all of that crying?”
 
   “Yes.” I said, wiping my tears from my face with the backs of my hands.  “I promise.”
 
   “You didn’t hear the woman, Muriel, talking to you yesterday?” he asked.
 
   “No.” I said.  “I think I’ve been out for a while.”
 
   “She was ranting about some man named Tim.” he said.  “He attempted to rescue you and wounded a bunch of her men before she subdued him.  She said that it is only because she cares for you that she convinced him to go be with his parents in Europe.  It was either that, or she would tell his father everything and he would end up in a cell for a few hundred years.”
 
   He began a low, raspy chuckle.
 
   “How is that funny?” I asked.
 
   “I know what it’s like to sit in a cell for a few hundred years.” he said. 
 
   “Oh.” I said.
 
   “He made the right choice.” he said.
 
   “There was no right choice.” I said.
 
   I shivered.  It was cold in my cell, and I was still wearing a tight little dress.
 
   “I’m glad he’s okay.” I said, breathlessly.
 
   “What was your crime?” he asked.
 
   “Love.” I said, wrapping my arms around my knees, letting my hair fall over my legs like a blanket.
 
   I heard rustling and saw the figure approaching.  He wrapped a very large hand around one of the bars and peered through at me.  
 
   His eyes were a sky blue, like Tim’s.  He had long, wavy blond hair and a beard of the same texture.  He reminded me of the bearded man in the Hall of Elders that had been playing with my hair.  The memory made me smile.
 
   “That is the first smile I’ve seen in over a hundred years.” he said.  Looking off into the distance he said “It won’t last long in here.”
 
   Crawling across the floor I sat next to him, looking at him through the bars between us.  “What was your crime?” I asked.
 
   “Oh.” he said, looking across the room at nothing.  “I...I don’t recall.  So many years I’ve just closed my eyes and slept.”
 
   I listened again to the weeping.  It didn’t ever seem to stop.  Concentrating, I tried to discern the echoing cries to get an idea of how many people there were.  It sounded like there were over a hundred, but it was difficult to tell with the echoes.  “What is this place?” I asked.
 
   “Hell, I think.” he said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As the day wore on I picked myself up from the floor and searched around the cell.  It was dank, and musty smelling, everything made from stone.  There was a hole in the floor in one corner, and I knew what it was for by the awful smell wafting up through it.  Everything else was bare, cold stone.
 
   Repositioning from my back to my bottom to my stomach to my side, I was unable to find a position that was comfortable.  The floor was hard and cold.  I shivered and ached all over.
 
   A figure appeared outside my cell, removing the old tray and replacing it with a new tray.  It contained the same things - a wooden cup of wine and a piece of bread.  Drinking down the wine, I appreciated the warmth that bloomed inside me.  When I ate the bread, I noticed the cries seemed to die down for just a moment, and then the picked back up again.  
 
   Standing up to walk around my cell I began stumbling around.  I was drunk, off a single glass of wine.  Stumbling, I fell into a corner.  My arm hurt, and I could feel tears falling from my face.  I sobbed.  “You promised.” said the deep voice.
 
   I took in a deep breath.  “I’m ssss-orry.” I said, slurring my speech.  Through the haze I tried really hard to sober myself up and remove the alcohol from my body.  Nothing was working.  I felt weak and empty.
 
   Crossing my legs, I sat up straight.  I took in some deep breaths and began meditating.  The whole room rocked back and forth like I was in a boat.
 
   The hours passed by and I was silent.  I let myself cry a little inside my mind, but I wouldn’t let myself forget my promise to the man in the cell next to me.  
 
   After I finally sobered up I paced around the cell for hours more.  Just as my thirst began to intensify, the trays were switched out again.  I looked down at the cup of wine.  If I didn’t drink it, I would get dehydrated.  I could die there.
 
   Concentrating on the wine, I said “leave” to the alcohol.  It didn’t work, but I drank it anyway.  That time I was ready for the drunkenness and positioned myself in the same meditative pose.
 
   Repeating the same routine of meditating until I was sobered up, I paced until my new tray arrived.  I memorized the number each time, counting my trays.  The count was at twenty.
 
   I figured by my comprehension of the time passing that I was being served two trays a day.  That made ten days in the cell.
 
   Sober and pacing, I heard my neighbor break his silence.  “You are a strong one.” he said.
 
   “Ha!” I said, still pacing.  “I have never felt weaker.”
 
   My new tray arrived, and I picked up the wooden cup of wine.  “Bring that here.” he said.  
 
   Hesitantly I complied, handing him my cup through the bars.  “Would you please leave the cup for my little friend?” he asked into the cup, in a sweet voice, like he was speaking to a kitten.  He handed it back to me, and I took it into my hands.  I held it up to my face and smelled it.  The alcohol was gone.
 
   I drank it, and it quenched my thirst.  I’d never been without water and I’d really taken the feeling of satiated thirst for granted.  After a great sigh I took in a deep breath.  “Thank you.” I said.
 
   “Thank you,” he said, “for being able to keep a promise.  You are a good woman.”
 
   “Ha.” I said.  “I wish I was.”
 
   “I believe you are.” he said.
 
   “I had my father, and Peter.” I said.  “They loved me.  I disobeyed them to save my mother and came here, full of pride, thinking I could somehow keep from losing myself in this place.”
 
   I looked over at him, and he was looking at me with his blue eyes, his face gentle and listening.  So I continued.
 
   “The first night I was here I slept with a stranger.” I said.  “I felt so ashamed, that I knew I couldn’t go back to my dad and Peter.  Then I didn’t want to go back.  I fell in love with power, and then Tim.  I asked Tim to run away with me.  I loved him more than any amount of power.”
 
   Telling the whole story filled me with sorrow.  I put my face down on my knees.  He was silent for some time and then he said “There are two things in that story that make you a good woman.  You left safety and faced danger to save someone you care about more than yourself.  The other is that you chose love over power.”
 
   “But I…” I began to say, lifting my head to speak.
 
   “But you what?” he said, interrupting.  “You gave in to temptation and stupidity a few times?”
 
   He chuckled.  “We’ve all done that from time to time.”
 
   “I’ve caused pain.” I said.
 
   “Yes.” he said.  “We all do.  Immortal or mortal, we all do.”
 
   We sat in silence for a while.  Sitting close to him, I noticed could his warmth radiating through the bars.  It was comforting.  “Will you stay sitting here with me for a while?” I asked.  “I’ve been so cold.”  Without a word he leaned in closer to me, and I to him, and I fell into a deep sleep.  
 
   Waking up cold, I heard a shuffling sound in the cell next to me.  The figure appeared, retrieving and slipping trays into the cells.  Looking into the cell next to me I saw that the bearded man was curled up in the corner.
 
   Picking up my tray I stared at the wine in the wooden cup.  I didn’t want to burden him to remove the alcohol, so I began to lift it up to my lips.  As it touched my lips I heard him say “don’t.”
 
   Peering through the bars I saw him approaching.  “I didn’t want them to see me awake.” he said, whispering to me through the bars.  “They only put you next to me because I haven't moved from the corner in ages.  I've been the equivalent of a dead immortal.  We have to keep our talking a secret.”
 
   I smiled at him through the bars, and he smiled back.  There was a twinkle in his eye.  “I was thinking.” he said.  “I was trying to remember my life before I came here.  I have remembered some things.  I am a prisoner of war.”
 
   “What war?” I asked.
 
   “Well,” he said.  “I was fighting alongside my brothers and sons, for territory.  So many of us came out west, for solitude.  The Corrupt had moved in and pushed us north, overwhelming us with their numbers.  We pushed back, and I was captured.  The year was 1710.”
 
   I tried to imagine being in the dark cell, listening to the sorrowful cries for that long.  I shuddered.  “I would go insane.” I said.
 
   He chuckled.  “There is a way to be in a place, without being in that place.” he said.  “I sleep.  I figure maybe one day I will wake up and be free from my cell.”
 
   Standing up, I paced around the cell.  I would be out of the cell in another twenty days.  I had to think of a plan.  Crouching down close to him, I put my face near his through the bars.  “I will get you out of here.” I said.
 
   “You will leave here,” he said,  “and go on with your life.  I will go back to sleep.  Don’t bother with me.”
 
   “I will get you out of here.” I repeated.
 
   He leaned in closer, searching my eyes.  “I believe you.” he said.
 
   “The name is Emily.” I said.
 
   “Mine is Vidar.” he said, putting his hand through the bar. I put my hand in his, and he squeezed it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Waking up I felt my body aching from head to toe.  I would have given anything for just a pillow.  I tried healing myself, but still nothing worked.
 
   “Vidar.” I said, turning my head towards his cell.  I saw his figure approaching, and I crawled on the floor towards him.  I felt too weak to stand.  “Have you ever had your, um, abilities leave you?” I asked.
 
   “No.” he said, leaning his back against the bars and speaking to me over his shoulders. “But they have become weakened.”
 
   “If you still have your abilities,” I said, “then why don’t you just open the door and leave?”
 
   “I cannot.” he said.  “I am too weak.  They caught me when I was wounded and drained of nearly all of my blood.  There is no life in here.  No light, no wind, no trees or flowing water.  I cannot fully recover.”
 
   “There was a time, before I was wounded, that a woman like Muriel would be no match for me.  I would have burst through this silly cell, tied Muriel up, carried her under my arm as my prisoner, and left this place before they could even blink twice.”
 
   Imagining Muriel struggling like I did in her arms, I smiled at the thought.  Then I remembered being thrown into the cell and feeling the back of my head bleeding.  Healing the wound was the last thing I did before my abilities left me.
 
   “My abilities are gone.” I said.  “I have no power left in me.”
 
   “Power?” he asked.  “The abilities you were born with have nothing to do with power.”
 
   “I drank blood.” I said.  “Human blood.  It gave me power.”
 
   “Ah.” he said.  “You don’t know much, do you?”
 
   I laughed.  “I do know some things.  I have a bachelors degree in chemistry.”
 
   “A woman?” he asked, laughing.  “With a bachelors degree in chemistry?”
 
   “That’s what I did, about sixty hours a week, for years after college.  Until I walked into a Jewelry shop that was only supposed to allow immortals in.”
 
   “You didn’t know?” he asked.
 
   “No.” I said.  “I thought my dad had died in a car crash while my mom was pregnant with me.  As it turns out, he is immortal.  He had been watching me my whole life.”
 
   “I have an idea.” he said.  “Would you like to barter?  You could tell me about how the world has changed, and I could tell you the things that you should know about yourself.”
 
   “I like that idea.” I said.
 
   “You start.” he said.  “Tell me something.”
 
   “There is a thing, called the Internet, that allows people from all over the world to share and see pictures, news, information and messages.”
 
   “Internet.” he said, trying out the word.  “How do they see this Internet?”
 
   After trying to figure out how to describe it, I finally said “Glowing screens.  There are glowing screens that display the images.  People even have these glowing screens on their phones now.”
 
   “Phones?” he asked.
 
   “Oh.” I said.  “A phone is a device that you hold up to your ear, and you can talk to other people that have the phones just about anywhere in the world.”
 
   He was quiet for a bit and I waited patiently.  “I have one for you now.” he said.  “Have you heard of the divine order?”
 
   “I just began reading about it before I ran away to trade myself in for my mom.” I said.  “I don’t know much.”
 
   “The ability that allowed you to speak to things, like your own blood, is your connection to the divine order.” he said.  “After you drank the blood, think about how you changed your speech.”
 
   I thought back to the first time when I’d spoken to tiny microbes in my microscope.  I was polite.  I was gentle.  I asked instead of making demands.  “I was being rude.” I said.  “I was commanding.”
 
   “Correct.” he said.  “That is not the way of the divine.  You need to find your way back to it.”
 
   “How?” I asked.
 
   “You’ll think of something.” he said.
 
   It all sounded like riddles to me.  Standing up, I paced around my cell.  I tried to take myself back to who I was when I first discovered my abilities.  I was in love, and happy.  I enjoyed the purring of my cat George.  I enjoyed a good joke.  
 
   It was difficult to feel happy in a dank cell in an underground prison.  I sat back down next to Vidar with my back to his, against the bar.  I began humming and remembered a song.
 
   “This little light of mine.” I sang, quietly.  “I’m going to let it shine.”  My heart felt lighter, and my aches dulled down.  I began singing a little bit louder.
 
   “Oh-oh, this little light of mine, I’m going to let it shine.  This little light of mine, I’m going to let it shine.  Let it shine, shine, shine.  Let it shine.”  A tear trickled down my cheek, and I wiped it away.  I missed the light of the sun.  Closing my eyes, I remembered the sensation of the sun on my face.  “When was the last time you felt the light of the sun, Vidar?” I asked.
 
   “Oh,” he said, “it’s been a long, long time.  A hundred years, maybe.”
 
   “Do you remember what it felt like, on your skin?” I asked.
 
   He was quiet for a minute.  “No.” he said.
 
   “I remember.” I said.  “That it was cold this winter.  I went for a walk early in the morning when the sun began to rise.  The sun rose up and broke through the trees.  It felt warm on my face.  It was like a kiss.”
 
   “Ahhhh” he said, as if he were being kissed by the sun himself.  
 
   I thought about watching the seasons change in Hollywood, California.  It wasn’t as dramatic as the icy cold winters in Ashland, Oregon transforming into Spring.  
 
   In Hollywood, it always seemed warm to me.  I enjoyed the winter chill as much as I enjoyed the warmth and smells of dew and rain in the Springtime.  I missed Ashland, with its contrasts.  I missed home.
 
   Suddenly I realised something.  “My birthday.” I said.  “My birthday was in February, and I forgot all about it.”
 
   “How old?” he asked.
 
   “I’m thirty now.” I said.
 
   He chuckled and said “You’re just a baby.”
 
   I looked down at my hands, and they looked soft like a baby’s skin.  “I wonder if I will ever grow old.” I said.
 
   “You won’t.” he said.
 
   “But I am mortal.” I said.  “My heart still beats.”
 
   “The burning bush.” he said, reverently.
 
   More words that sounded like riddles.  Taking in a deep breath, I continued to examine my flawless hands.
 
   “Something about that eternal beating heart seems to turn you all into heroes.” he said.  “At least, that’s how it begins.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “Every one of your kind in history has fallen to darkness, eventually.” he said.
 
   My mind raced through my own history and I examined the vast, empty hole I’d made where my dad had been.  I shivered.  I was well on my way there.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Vidar and I exchanged our knowledge, one piece at a time.  I told him about technology, science and industry.  I told him about the nations of the world, and the wars that had happened while he was locked away.  I told him about modern life and relationships.  
 
   Vidar was feeding me information about my immortal side, but it all seemed like riddles to me.  “To find your way back to the divine you must look within yourself.” he said.
 
   “You sound like a fortune cookie.” I said, with a laugh.
 
   “What’s a fortune cookie?” he asked.
 
   “It’s a little cookie with a message inside on a piece of paper.” I said.  “You get them at Chinese restaurants.”
 
   “Interesting.” he said.
 
   Sitting with my back against the bars I began running the palms of my hands across the smooth stone of the floor.  The palms of my hands felt tingly.  Closing my eyes, I concentrated on the stone touching my palms.  
 
   I felt a connection with the stone.  The best way I could describe the feeling was that we understood each other.  Humming, I came up with a sweet little song just for the stone.  The song turned sorrowful as I told the stone the pain I felt, inside and out.  The stone softened beneath me.  “Ahhhhh.” I said.
 
   “Vidar.” I whispered, over my shoulder and through the bars.  The shuffling sounds moved closer until I felt him sitting with his own back against the bars.  “Do you feel stronger?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.” he said.
 
   “So do I.” I said.
 
   “I think we are good for each other.” I said.
 
   Getting up, I sat in the center of the cell and meditated with my legs crossed under me.  Pushing away things in my mind, I set about to search for the source of my strength.  My mind honed in on the image of Vidar’s face as he seemed to smile with his eyes.
 
   “Love.” I thought.  I was beginning to love Vidar as a friend.  In my mind I looked beyond the face of Vidar, and straight into the love.  I saw a thousand sunrises all happening at once as if time had slipped away and woven them together into a brilliant glowing tapestry.
 
   Gasping for breath, I opened my eyes.  I could feel the light growing inside my chest, and I lifted my hand to feel my heart beating.  I felt nourished.
 
   Vidar’s words, “look within yourself,” echoed through my mind.  Closing my eyes, I looked for it again.  I saw myself walking through the Sycamore grove in Ashland, running my fingers across the trunks of the trees.  I felt their life flowing beneath my fingertips in my mind.
 
   I looked up to the sky in my memory and saw the sunlight flickering through the tree branches as they swayed their eerie dance in the breeze.  The little branches reached towards the sky, like reaching fingertips trying to touch the sun.  I wanted to touch the sun.
 
   After opening my eyes I crawled towards the back of the cell, facing the wall.  I began whispering to the sun, sweetly and gently.  I asked the sun to find me, to let me touch it with my fingertips.  I whispered the words over and over again, for hours.
 
   Then it happened.  A tiny crack opened up in the wall, and a little stream of light poured through.  I ran my fingertips over the light, feeling it warm them.  Bowing my head I felt the little ray of light pour over me.
 
   I bathed in the light until I heard footsteps approaching far off in the distance.  After thanking the light with my whispers I said “You have to go now, it’s not safe.”  The crack in the wall closed up, and I touched my fingertips to where it had been.
 
   I heard the sound of my tray being removed and a new one replacing it.  After the sounds of the figures footsteps trailed off in the distance, I looked over to the cell next to me. Vidar approached the bars, then looked through at me with watery eyes.  “Light.” he said, with a big grin on his face.
 
   After standing up, I stepped towards the bars.  I crouched down and looked him in the eyes and said “I found my way back.”
 
   He nodded, silently.
 
   Looking over at the door to my cell, I whispered in a sing song voice.  The door made a clicking sound and opened.  I promptly closed it.
 
   Vidar looked at me with a mischievous smile.  I wagged my eyebrows at him, and he laughed.  I laughed along with him, a deep laugh erupting from my belly.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

XV
 
   Apologies
 
    
 
    
 
   Rising up from the center of the cell where I’d been meditating, I rolled forward and backward on the balls of my feet.  I did a half cart wheel, pausing on my hands, and then did a back flip.  I landed softly on my feet, without making a sound.
 
   After taking in a deep breath I looked over to Vidar’s cell.  Walking over to the bars I crouched down with my hands around the cell bars.  “Vidar.” I whispered.
 
   Vidar approached, and I could see his twinkling blue eyes staring back at me through the bars.  “I’ve been counting the days, Vidar.” I said.  “I’m going to be leaving soon.”
 
   “I know.” he said, putting his hands over mine on the bars.  “I will miss you Emily.  You have been the light of my world.”
 
   “I will be back for you.” I said, looking intently into his eyes.  “I promise.”
 
   “Emily.  You have the heart of a hero.” he said.  “But do not put yourself in danger for me.”
 
   “I care about you, Vidar.” I said.  “Something tells me that you would do the same for me.”
 
   “I would.” he said, nodding seriously.
 
   “Be ready.” I said.  “Try to get stronger.  When I come back for you we will have to run.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sitting cross legged in the center of my cell, I meditated for days.  The sound of the ocean, miles and miles away, roared in my ears.  I heard the swaying trees of trees and the chirps of birds in the wilderness of Northern California.  I listened in to the conversations of Muriel and her masters.  I was ready when she came for me.
 
   Her heels clicked familiarly as she approached me. My weeping was ringing through the prison before she had even descended the stairs.  The wine was full of alcohol that morning, and I made sure to spill some down my dress so that I reeked of it.
 
   My body was weak because I had asked it to be.  Laying on the cold stone floor with my face pressed against it, my head hurt and my body ached, genuinely.  I knew I had to suffer so that I wouldn’t rouse suspicion.
 
   The barred door to the cell creaked open opened.  I didn’t move.  “Emily.” said Muriel.  “It’s time to go.”
 
   I tried to move, but my body ached too much.    “Muriel?” I said, beginning to weep again.  “Oh Muriel, I’m so sorry.”
 
   Muriel lifted my ragged body from the floor.  She held me like a baby.  “Shhhh.” she said.  “It’s over now.”
 
   Muriel carried me gently, ascending the stairs.  Feeling like I was floating, I rose through the air.  The musty taste of the prison disappeared from my mouth, replaced with notes of springtime.  
 
   The floating ended and the softness of my bed cradled my body.  When I cracked open my eyes the brightness of the room was overwhelming.  Closing them again I feigned sleep.
 
   Muriel’s heels clicked away, leaving the room.  The soft steps of another person entered.  Looking  sideways cracked eyelids I saw a man standing in the corner with his arms crossed.  I had a babysitter.
 
   Hours later I was being propped up and a tray of food sat on my lap.  I tasted fresh fruit, salad, and milk for the first time in a month.  Everything tasted bright and pleasant.
 
   Muriel stood next to my bed and said “Don’t overdo it, or you’ll end up praying to the porcelain god in the bathroom.”  
 
   I let out a laugh.  Looking over at Muriel I saw her smiling.  She shifted her posture and relaxed a little.
 
   I feigned sleepiness again, with an orange slice resting in my fingers.  “Emily.” said Muriel.
 
   “Sorry.” I said.  “I’m just so weak.” 
 
    She leaned in close to me and said “There will be no blood for you dear, if that is what you are thinking about.”
 
   Looking down at the food tray, I made my face look sad.  She grabbed me by the chin with her hand and made me face her.  “I don’t trust you.” she said, pressing her fingers into my skin.  After I cringed she let go, turning on her heels and walking away.
 
   “Perfect.” I thought.  It was exactly what I was hoping for.  Setting the food tray aside I curled up in my bed feigning sleep again.  As I lay still in my bed I listened to the world around me.  I listened to the house, and to Muriel giving orders to the guards.  I memorized the routines of the men taking shifts, and the sounds of each of their movements.
 
   Paying close attention to my own movements, I memorized the pattern of my breathing and the sound of my own beating heart.  As I pretended to regain some strength over the days, the guards moved from inside my bedroom to outside the bedroom door.  Still, I knew they listened.
 
   It was for that reason, that when I rose out of my bed and began moving around that I made sure my breathing and heartbeat matched the same sound as if I were sleeping.  As the guards assumed I was sleeping, I became an expert at moving quickly and quietly.  I danced like an ice-skater throughout my room, spinning and moving with grace, landing softly on my feet without making a sound.
 
   Sitting in the window with an audience of robins sitting on the windowsill, I felt like a woodland princess.  I quietly sang songs from my childhood to them, like “You Are My Sunshine.”
 
   I spoke and sang to the birds, the trees, the plants, the insects and the water in the pool.  I made waves in the water and watched as trees stretched their branches towards me.  
 
   After a week of training myself, I knew I was ready.  I asked the air around me to mimic the sounds of my breathing and my heart beating.  As soon as it had the pattern down, I surrounded myself in silence and walked into the bathroom.  Opening the large window over the bathtub, I stepped out onto a tiny ledge, into the darkness of the night.  Holding my body against the outside of the second story of the mansion, I felt a breeze whip up against my face.
 
   Politely, I asked the breeze to carry me.  Feeling the wind pick me up like a feather, I dove from the high ledge towards the ground below.  Curling up into a ball in the air, I flipped and landing upright onto my feet on the ground.  I stopped, and listened.
 
   I could still hear my dad in the place where I’d found him earlier.  I had been searching for hours, lying in my bed with my eyes closed, when I found my dad sitting in a nearby hotel.
 
   Turning myself to the direction of the hotel, I ran.  The world passed by me in a blur of lights and color streaking through the black of night.  Stopping in front of the large hotel building I listened again.  I looked up to a window on the thirst floor.
 
   Walking into hotel like I belonged there, I proceeded to the stairwell.  After climbing three flights of stairs, I stopped and listened again.  Walking down the hall toward the room my dad I knew my dad was in, I stood outside the door and knocked.
 
   The door opened slowly and there he stood, with his eyes wide.  “Emily?” he said.
 
   “Dad.” I said.  “Can I come in?”
 
   He looked past me and moved out of the doorway, gesturing for me to enter.  He closed the door behind us.
 
   “Why are you still in Hollywood?” I asked, pacing back and forth in the room.
 
   “I’ve been doing everything I can to try to get you back.” he said.
 
   I stopped pacing and faced him.  “I’m sorry dad,” I said, “for putting you through this.”
 
   “Will you come home?” he asked, reaching towards me with one hand.  Stepping closer, I let him wrap his arm around me.  Putting my arms around him I hugged him back.  He pulled back and looked into my eyes.
 
   “I can’t.” I said.
 
   “Emily.” he said, “You can.  You have nothing to worry about.  If it’s shame, or guilt…”
 
   “I have to go back.” I said, interrupting.
 
   “Why?” he asked.
 
   “I gave my word to Vidar,” I said, “that I would come back for him.”
 
   He held out his hands to his sides, like he was confused.  “Emily,” he said, “you need to come home.”
 
   “For what?” I said.  “I love you dad, but I know I hurt Peter, badly.”
 
   He looked down at the floor and said “It is true.  He’s very hurt.  He’s gone back to live with his parents.  It will just be me, you, and George at home. Come home, for me.”
 
   I thought of my fluffy orange cat, George.  I missed him terribly.  I missed my dad, and my mom.  The image of all of them was quickly overshadowed by the memory of Vidar looking at me through the bars.  
 
   “If you are worried that The Corrupt are going to use me, don’t.” I said, pacing again across the room.  “I have this handled.”
 
   “Emily.” he said.  “I think that’s what you thought when you left to trade yourself in for your mom.  How did that work out for you?”
 
   I froze, and my shoulders stiffened.  Marching towards him, I stopped just inches from his face.  “You call yourselves The Pure.” I said, in a low voice.  “Yet what do you do about the evil that goes on this world, except stand by and watch?”
 
   I put my finger on his chest and said “Someday, it might be you sitting in a dark cell for a hundred years.  I wonder how you’d feel about how pure your people are after they leave you there and forget about you.”
 
   Walking over to the door I put my hand on the knob.  He put his hand over my wrist, to stop me.  “Emily.” he said.
 
   “Dad.” I said, turning my head and looking into his eyes.
 
   “I love you Emily.” he said.  “Please don’t go.”
 
   “I love you too, dad.” I said.  “But you have to let me go.”
 
   I waited for him to remove his hand, and he finally pulled away.  He stepped back and looked at me with sad eyes.
 
   “I will be here, Emily, waiting for you.” he said.
 
   “Go home.” I said, and then darted out the door.
 
    
 
    
 
   Sneaking back into my room just in time, Muriel entered to tell me that I was going to a party.  It was at the mansion of the actor that I had met on my first night with The Corrupt.  His name was Johnny.  As I stepped through the front door, all eyes turned to me.  I hadn’t lost my touch.
 
   Stepping through the crowds, I mingled and socialized until  I stopped right next to Johnny.  “You have an amazing house, and you look absolutely stunning.” I said, repeating his line from the first time I’d met him.
 
   Johnny tilted his head back and laughed.  “Em.” he said, wrapping his arms around me.  “I’m honored by your presence.”
 
   He pulled back and grabbed a drink from a passing tray.  He turned and placed the drink into my hands.  “Thank you.” I said.
 
   He began walking, and I followed him into another room full of fast music and dancing people.  I looked into the dancing crowd as I approached with the drink in my hand, instinctively scanning for Tim’s face.  He wasn’t there, of course.
 
   Stopping just before the dancing crowd the memory of my last moments with Tim flashed through my mind.  “I love you, Em.” he said.  It echoed in my mind.  It sent waves of emotion that I felt tingling through my arms and legs and settled in the pit of my stomach.
 
   I felt sick.  It was all my fault.  We both knew from the beginning that we were in too deep.  Our love was dangerous, but we went ahead and let it happen.  Now he was gone.
 
   I became aware of Johnny standing next to me.  After drinking down half of my drink I then looked over at him and smiled.  “Will you dance with me?” he asked.
 
   Placing my drink on a side table I took Johnny’s hand.  He pulled me into the crowd and began moving to the music with his hands on my hips.  
 
   With my hands raised in the air, I let the music move through my body.  As the music became a part of me along with the buzzing of the alcohol, I had an idea.  It may have been a drunk idea, but it was perfect. It would take time, and careful planning.  There was a risk of losing myself again, and the risk of failure - but I had to try.
 
   Staying with the crowd, I became a part of it and then rose above it.  Dancing on a platform, I coaxed the crowd into move with the music along with me.  Time slowed down as I threw my back my head with my eyes closed.  
 
   The music became single notes, hanging in the air.  The emotion of every note moved through my body and guided it towards its destination.  I looked down upon the crowd and saw that they had entered the trance that I’d guided them to.
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day I was invited to more parties.  I attended them all, night after night, sometimes moving from one party to another.  I was a party goddess.
 
    I wore the dresses and the hair, playing the full part of the party queen.  Muriel and her minions suspected nothing.
 
   Muriel stood at the side of my bed, looking upon me with both suspicion and pride.  I was glad that she still didn’t trust me.  It was her offering of blood that I feared the most.
 
   “Muriel.” I said, rubbing my eyes and sitting up in my bed.  “Have you forgiven me yet?”
 
   “No.” she said, coldly.  “But I do still like you.  You sure do know how to party.”
 
   I smiled.  I felt relief, but didn’t show it.  I had learned to cover the emotions I’d felt inside.
 
   “Your time in prison has hardened you, Emily.” she said, studying my face.
 
   “I have fun with the mortals and all,” I said, ignoring her comment, “but I have to wonder what a party with immortals is like.  Do your kind even know how to have fun?”
 
   Muriel’s lips curled up into a smile.
 
   “Honey,” she said, leaning into me, “we fucking invented parties.”
 
   Looking at her with wide eyes I showed her my biggest grin.  She looked at my face, and then out across the room, staring at the wall.  She put her hand up to her hip and then turned to face me.  She raised a brow, and I leaned in towards her as if I were on the edge of my seat.  “Let’s have a party then.” she said.
 
    
 
    
 
   Stepping down the stairs to the foyer, I wore a tiny red dress made out of lightweight fabric.  It showed my curves that moved beneath the fabric as I descended with grace.  
 
   My eyes began scanning the crowd below.  Wine was being poured, from bottle after bottle.  Immortals lounged on chairs and gathered in crowds.  Spotting Muriel I saw that she was gesturing and speaking to two men.  
 
   Locking onto my target and began moving through the crowd towards her.  Faces began looking up from their glasses and conversations to watch me pass by.  Muriel looked up as well as I approached her.  “Emily.” she said.
 
   “Muriel.” I said.
 
   I looked around me at what seemed like the equivalent of a mandatory business party.  Everyone seemed to be smiling and talking, but it wasn’t exactly a party.
 
   I smiled and said “Where’s the party?”
 
   She looked around at the crowd and frowned.  “Well,” she said, “I guess it could use a little help.”
 
   “I’ll take care of it.” I said, turning on my heels.
 
   I summoned a servant skittering by close to the wall and whispered into her ear.  After waiting for a moment, I then walked across the foyer, and climbed up to a table in the very center.
 
   The lights dimmed, and everyone began looking around.  Music faded in, followed by fog and flashing lights.  The beats sped up and I moved my body to the music, rubbing my hands against my body.  
 
   Looking down to see eyes looking towards me, the figures moved to join me.  As the crowd picked up I climbed down from the table and joined in.  We moved together, from song to song, as wine continued to flow into our glasses.
 
   I danced with my back to a large, muscular man with ivory skin and dark hair.  He had his hand around my waist as I swayed my hips.  
 
   Looking over I saw Muriel observing me.  I closed my eyes and threw back my head, leaning in to the man behind me.  Letting all of my inhibitions go I reached back to grab the back of the his hair to pull him in even closer.
 
   I danced in the same way with several men and women, playing the full part of a drunken party girl.  As I became drunker, Muriel seemed to let her guard down a bit and drank more herself.  
 
   The party lasted into the early hours of the morning, ending with the majority of the crowd passing out drunk on one another.  I was on my back on the floor, with my head resting on the waste of a man, and a woman passed out across my own legs.
 
   After a few hours of sleeping amongst the crowd, I became aware of being carried.  I felt the softness of my bed wrap embrace my back and opened my eyes.  Muriel stood over me and smiled.
 
   She sat on the bed next to me and put her hand on me.  “That was the most fun I’ve had in hundreds of years.” she said.  “You have some kind of spark in you, Emily.  You ignite people.”
 
   Sitting up in my bed I rubbed my eyes.
 
   “I think we are going to have to do that again.” she said with a smile.
 
   “I think you’re right.” I said, smiling.  “I have some ideas about what we could to do the downstairs to make it even better.”
 
   Muriel raised an eyebrow and said “oh yeah?”
 
   I leaned towards her in the bed.  “These people are immortal, but they seem like they could use some help with feeling alive.” I said.  “The foyer and living room have the same problem.”
 
   Muriel stared across the room at the wall and then back at me.  “You’re right.” she said, pointing her finger at me and wagging it.  “You are on to something.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

XVI
 
   Escape
 
    
 
    
 
   Muriel hired a team of interior designers that she handed over to me to command.  We transformed the conservative, marble floored, ivory foyer into a sparkling over the top party pad.
 
   The party pad extended into the living room, and out into the backyard with the pool.  The pool had LED lights installed on the bottom that changed to the beat of music.
 
   “Blue?” asked the peppy brunette.
 
   “Yes, blue.” I said.
 
   I walked away and stood at the edge of the pool water.  Watching the water ripple, I thought about agreeing to blue paint on one of the living room walls.  It seemed like an important choice, and I wondered if it was right.
 
   The color blue hung in my mind.  I remembered the blue of Vidar’s eyes.  “Vidar.” I thought.  “I haven’t forgotten you.”
 
   It seemed silly and trivial to be deep in thought about the living room, but I had to play the part.  If I didn’t play the part, I had little chance of freeing Vidar, or myself.  I shuddered at the thought of spending another minute in that dark cell.
 
   Muriel joined me next to the poolside.  “It’s coming along well.” she said.
 
   “It sure is.” I said with a smile.
 
   “I think we’ll be a ready for another party of Friday.” she said.  “I think after last time, we’ll probably have an even bigger turnout.”
 
   “I can’t wait.” I said, acting giddy, and rocking back and forth on my heels.
 
   Muriel smiled and walked away.  I waited, then marched towards the house with determination.  Continuing my conversation with the interior designer I set out to make Muriel’s mansion the best party house on earth.
 
    
 
    
 
   Friday night rolled around, and we were ready to go.  I burst into the kitchen on the far side of the house.  “We need more wine!” I shouted.
 
   A man with a notepad quickly approached and began scribbling.
 
   “The party is in less than two hours.” I said.  “Hustle!”  The man skittered off, and I turned on my heels.
 
   Walking down a hall and out into the foyer, I observed my work.  It was a picture of luxury and glamour.  There were places to lounge and spaces to dance.  Dancing platforms scattered around, glittering with gold designs.  
 
   The go-go dancers arrived that I’d hired to dance on some of the platforms.  I looked them up and down, and nodded with satisfaction.
 
   Muriel walked up behind me.  “You’re sure working hard.” she said.
 
   I turned around and gave her a big smile.
 
   “You’re change of heart pleases me.” she said.   “I think we are well on our way to putting the past behind us.”
 
   She looked intensely in my eyes, searching.  I thought about my excitement for the party, and I knew that’s what she was seeing.  She smiled and walked away.
 
   Rushing up the stairs I met the stylists at the vanity in my bedroom.  “Tonight,” I said, “I expect your best work yet.”  The women nodded and got to work.
 
   After my hair and makeup was finished, I slipped into the dress I had custom made for the party.  It was like a Greek toga, flowing around  me and gathering on one shoulder.  The fabric was see-through, revealing my breasts, the shape of my hips and my navel.  I had fresh flowers woven into my hair.  I left my feet bare, but wore gold anklets around my ankles.
 
   Observing my work in the mirror I smiled, pleased.  The party had already begun, but I sat in my bed, kicking my legs like a little girl.  I waited for the crowd to gather and the party to pick up before I left.
 
   Looking around the room, I knew that one way or another it was the last time I would see it.  By the end of the night I would either be running with Vidar, or locked in a cell.
 
   Getting up and walking around the room, I ran my fingers across things in my room.  I remembered the first day that I’d arrived in “my wing” of the mansion.  It was so new and strange, and I had no idea what I was in for.
 
   Grabbing two large bottles of wine from a side table, I checked to make sure they were both uncorked.  Holding one bottle in each hand, I carried them out to my sides.  My dress and hair floated behind me, glowing and ethereal.
 
   Slowly descending the stairs, I felt eyes on me.  My blatant nudity through my see-through dress and the bottles of wine drew the eyes of everyone.  I approached the crowd, and it parted.
 
   Pouring wine into the glasses of the immortal party-goers, I danced to the music as I went.  The crowd grew excited and drank with exuberance.  
 
   After I found Muriel, I poured her a glass.  She looked at me with approval and drank from her glass like she didn’t have a care in the world.  “I am the goddess of wine!” I said, letting the buzzing of alcohol vibrate through my words.  “Yes.” she said, throwing her head back and laughing.  “Yes you are, Emily.”
 
   Trading in my wine bottles for fresh ones that I had stashed around the foyer, the wine continued to flow from from me for hours.  The crowd moved and swayed, growing drunker with passing hour.
 
   The immortals grew exhausted and drunk, many passing out and others making love to each other in plain view.  Muriel was among them, drinking directly from a bottle while a man stroked her hair.
 
   Pretending to pass out, I watched through a sliver of a cracked eye as Muriel drifted off to sleep.  The man I was kissing gave up on me and moved on to another woman.  Lying on my back on a couch with a limp arm hanging over the side, I listened carefully.
 
   Finally the last couple quieted down, and the whole room was silent.  I rose from my seat, my senses sharp.  Dancing through the room, I moved through the spaces in between sleeping bodies without making a sound.
 
   After opening the door to the hallway with Egyptian hieroglyphs and art, I paused to listen.  My eyes swept over the Egyptian man and woman sitting on their thrones side by side.  “Tim.” I whispered, as I brushed my fingers over the image.  
 
   I held still and listened, with my fingers still on the picture on the wall.  The room with the passed out immortals was still silent as if time itself were frozen in there.  With my hearing locked on to the room, I descended into the throne room and then down the stairs to the prison.
 
   It became difficult to listen to the upstairs as the weeping in the darkness echoed around me.  Pushing out their sounds, I concentrated.
 
   After I found Vidar’s cell I whispered sweetly to the barred door.  It popped open, and Vidar’s figure emerged in the dark.  I threw my arms around him, and his large arms lifted me from the floor.
 
   “Ready?” I asked, as he placed me back down on the floor.
 
   “I have been waiting for this day.” he said, nodding.
 
   “Listen.” I said.
 
   We both listened beyond the moans of the prison.
 
   “There’s nothing.” he said.  “What did you do with them?”
 
   “They are sleeping.” I said.  “Drunk.”
 
   Vidar grinned and followed me out of the prison.  As we entered the dimly lit hall with Muriel’s throne, Vidar lifted his arm to shield his eyes from the light.  “It will only get brighter.” I whispered.
 
   We wound our way up the stairs, and through the hall with the Egyptian hieroglyphs and art.  He stopped and looked around him, wide eyed.  He turned to me and whispered “The crazy bastards.”
 
   I nodded, then lifted my index fingers to my lips.  I pointed towards the door that led to the first floor of the mansion.  Vidar nodded in understanding.
 
   Together we danced through the sleeping bodies and exited through the front door.  I paused just outside the front door.  “What’s wrong?” whispered Vidar.
 
   The silver necklace that Peter had given me called out to me in my mind.  It was still shoved in the back of the drawer in my closet.  
 
   I remembered the feeling of the silver locket under my fingers.  The locket, and Peter had meant so much to me at the time.  Reaching up to where the locket had once rested on my chest I felt the diamond hanging from the gold necklace Tim had given me.  Though it wasn’t love at first sight with him like it had with Peter, he had slowly woven himself into my  heart.  He had my heart.  
 
   “Nothing.” I whispered back.  “Now we run.”
 
   We ran north for hours, with the blur of night in the periphery.  We ran past a few lakes, crossed a river, and as the landscape changed I recognized we’d just passed from California into Oregon.
 
   As the sun began to rise, we climbed to the peak of a small mountain.  We stopped at the summit.  I looked to the west, knowing that my Dad’s house and the Hall of Elders were in that direction.  Vidar stopped next to me.
 
   He looked me up and down.  “Interesting dress.” he said, with his eyes locked onto my breasts that showed through the fabric.
 
   Looking down, I blushed.  The chill of the air and my aching body quickly overshadowed my self consciousness.  “Stop staring.” I said.
 
   Vidar looked away and laughed.  He paced back and forth and then stopped behind me.  I felt a tug on my hair and then whipped around to see him drop a strand of my hair.
 
   “You remind me of someone.” I said. He gave me a questioning look.  “He looks a bit like you.” I said.  “He sits in the Hall of Elders.”
 
   “What is the Hall of Elders?” he asked.
 
   “It wasn’t around before you were imprisoned?” I asked.
 
   “No.” he said
 
   Describing the Hall of Elders in detail to him, I included the “test” they had given me.  Vidar’s face looked grim.
 
   Then I described to him the bearded man in the hall that reminded me of Vidar.  His face transformed from the grim look to a wistful one.  He looked away and stared out into the darkness.  “One of my brothers, I’m sure.” he said.
 
   We stood side by side, overlooking the view of the valleys below and the rolling tree covered mountains in the distance.  “We are at a crossroads.” I said.
 
   Turning to face the west, Vidar turned with me.  “We can go back to your brother.” I said.  “My father, my mother, and safety are there.”
 
   I turned to face the east.  Vidar faced the east with me.  We stared together, down to the valley below.  “Or.” I said.  “We can make our own way.”
 
   “I think we both know where we are going.” he said.
 
   After nodding, I became aware of the icy mountain breeze blowing through my dress.  My skin burned and my body ached.  I was exhausted.  I took a knee and shivered.
 
   “I’m getting tired.” I said.
 
   “Well I’m not.” he said, looking out at the sun rising over the mountains.  “I’ve never felt so alive.”
 
   He began laughing, deeply, from his belly.  I looked up at him from the ground where I crouched and realized how large he was.  I could fit two of me in the ragged old pants he wore.
 
   He looked down at me with wet eyes.  “I’ll carry you, little hero.” he said.  He picked me up like I weighed nothing and flung me onto his back.  I wrapped my arms around his neck and he held on to my legs.
 
   His warmth felt like a blanket, and I watched the trees flash by and then turn into a blur.  My eyelids felt heavy, and I gave up on keeping them open.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Waking up, I felt disoriented.  As reality came in to focus I saw that I was in a room with four walls made up of logs on their sides.  There was a fire burning in a little potbelly stove in the corner of the room.  The bed I had slept in was a small cot.
 
   Standing up, I examined the cabin around me.  There was a little table, a sink, and shelves with jars and sacks of flour leaning up against the wall.  My stomach growled at the sight of food.
 
   Staring at the only door in the room, I listened for a moment and could hear whispering outside.  When I opened the door the bright light of afternoon came pouring in at me.  
 
   Vidar was kneeling at a small post fence that appeared to span around the yard of the tiny cabin.  “May you let no one, mortal or immortal, pass through.  Only Emily and Vidar.” he whispered with his hand on the fence.
 
   I waited patiently in the shadows of the wraparound porch of the cabin.  He made his way around the fence, kneeling and whispering with his hands on the wooden posts.  He disappeared around the back of the house.  
 
   After my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw a small gate along the fence that led to a wide field of wildflowers and brush.  The field ended abruptly with a wall of forest trees.
 
   Vidar emerged from the other side of the house, completing his rotation.  He turned towards me and smiled.  Walking up to the porch he stood next to me, then wrapped an arm around me.
 
   “Where are we?” I asked.
 
   “A cabin.” he said.
 
   “I see that.” I said.  “Who’s cabin is this?”
 
   “Ours.” he said.  “I just finished building it.”
 
   I looked around, confused.  “You’ve been asleep for days.” he said.
 
   “Where are we?” I asked.  
 
   “Idaho.” he said.  “I had some gold buried not far from here from when we came out west.  I bartered with some Amish people a few days back for this land and supplies.  Nice folk.”
 
   Standing in silence for a while, I replaced the memories of our escape in my mind with the view of the countryside in front of me.  I stepped off the porch and looked around.
 
   “Will anyone find us here?” I asked.
 
   “No.” he said.  “The land here has agreed to shelter us.  If anyone searches the world, listening for us, they will hear silence as if we’d left the earth.  No one knows we are here except for the Amish fellow I traded with.  They seem pretty isolated.”
 
   Looking Vidar in the eye I asked “What do we do now?” 
 
   “We farm.” he said.  “We trade with our Amish neighbors.  We live here in peace for as long as the land allows it.”
 
   He grabbed my hand and put it in his.  “As far as anyone will ever know, we are a husband and wife living in solitude in the countryside of Idaho.”
 
   Looking down at the ground, I felt uncomfortable with his statement.
 
   “Emily.” he said.
 
   I looked up into his eyes.
 
   “I would never expect you to act like my wife.” he said with a smile.  “I’m ages too old for you.”
 
   Sighing with relief, I relaxed a little.
 
   He winked at me and said “Though if you ever wanted to, I wouldn’t pass a fine woman like you up.”
 
   “Vidar.” I said, scolding.  Remembering my previous see-through dress, I looked down to see that I was clothed in a blue floral print dress.  Vidar had dressed me while I was sleeping.  I didn’t know how to feel about that though I had been nearly naked when we ran away from Muriel’s mansion.
 
   Turning around, I looked at the cabin.  It was small and cozy.  I imagined myself living in the tiny, one room cabin with Vidar.  I wasn’t sure how it would work.
 
   “Vidar.” I said.  “I’m used to some privacy.”
 
   Vidar grabbed on to the straps of his suspender’s that completed his Amish man’s outfit.  He laughed a low laugh in his belly, leaning back into it.
 
   I crossed my arms and tapped my left foot on the dirt under my bare feet.
 
   “Well.” he said.  “You can head back to the west if you’d like.  Or you can stay with Vidar.”  He grinned at me and ran his fingers through the wavy hair of his beard.
 
   “Oh fine.” I said, as I marched back to the cabin.  As I let go of the door behind me it squeaked and then slammed.  
 
   Walking over to the shelves and began looking through the supplies.  After finding some eggs and butter, I spotted a cast iron pan and a spatula on the stove.  
 
   Hovering my hand over the top of the stove, I moved the pan to the hottest place and tossed in a pad of butter.    After it melted I cracked the eggs.  My stomach growled as I watched them sizzle.
 
   After consuming the eggs my eyes wandered to a jar of peaches on the shelf.  I unscrewed the ring around the jar and popped the sealed lid.  Peaches never tasted so sweet.  
 
   Flopping back on the single cot in the room, my big floral dress puffed out like a parachute around me.  I sighed, glad to be in the tiny cabin, Vidar or no Vidar.  
 
   There was no one commanding me, judging me, or keeping me hostage.  Vidar made it clear that I was welcome to leave.  It was for that reason I stayed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

XVII
 
   Farmers
 
    
 
    
 
   When Vidar walked in to the room I sat up in the cot, hanging my feet over the side.  Smoothing out my long blue floral dress with my hands I noticed Vidar placing a pair of socks and boots next to my feet.  
 
   I looked up at him and he motioned to the boots.  After pulling up the socks, they felt nice against my skin.  I’d been wearing heels that pinched without socks for so long.
 
   After wriggling my feet into the boots, I struggled with the quick-laces.  “Here, let me show you.” said Vidar, crouching down next to me.  “First you pull, and then you weave the laces through the hooks like so.”
 
   I tried the way he showed me with the next boot, with success.  Looking up at Vidar, I smiled.  Looking back down at my feet, I wiggled my new boots around with my legs dangling over the edge of the cot.  
 
   Remembering my black Mary Jane shoes, the changes of my shoes seemed to mark different eras in my life.  From Mary Janes, to heels, to boots.  “Come on now.” he said, heading out the door.  
 
   Hopping up from the cot I followed him.  He headed through the front door and out the swinging gate that hung from the little post fence.  I had to jog to catch up with him.  “Where are we going?” I asked, when I finally caught up.
 
   “To fetch some animals from that Amish fellow.” he said.
 
   “Okay.” I said.  “Shall we run?”
 
   “No.” he said.  “We are farmers now.”
 
   “What does that have to do with running?” I asked.
 
   Vidar stopped and said “What would the Amish fellow think if I suddenly showed up after I’d just been there.  I left with my pack full of supplies.”
 
   “Oh.” I said.  “You’ve got a point.”
 
   “Also.” he said. “You need your conserve your energy.  You are young and you still get tired.”
 
   I laughed and said “I thought it was the old that got tired.”
 
   Vidar chuckled, and we began walking again.  I looked up at the canopy of trees as we walked along.  The branches were swaying, and the light flashed through the cracks of the canopy as I moved along.  
 
   I took in a deep breath.  The afternoon air was warm and crisp.  After walking what seemed like several miles, we approached a barn that was set near a farmhouse. 
 
   The Amish man came out to greet us.  “Hello.” he said.  
 
   “Hello.” I said with a smile.
 
   “Through here.” he said with a wave around the barn.
 
   “He sure cuts to the chase.” I whispered towards Vidar.
 
   Vidar leaned and whispered into my ear “He doesn’t trust us.”
 
   He handed off two goats tied with rope leashes to Vidar.  “Thank you.” said Vidar.
 
   “You’re welcome.” said the man.
 
   Vidar handed me the rope to one of the goats.  I set off to follow Vidar, and his goat seemed to be cooperating in a way that mine wasn’t.  My goat wanted to go the other direction, and the more I pulled the more he pulled.  I was playing tug-a-war with a goat.
 
   We made it to the tree line, with me struggling the whole way, when Vidar started laughing.  I stopped and held out my free hand with a “what?” look.
 
   “I would have said something earlier,” he said, “but it was just too funny.”
 
   I scowled.  “Said what?” I asked.
 
   “I knew the goat was stubborn.” he said.  “I was the one that picked him out.”
 
   “Hilarious.” I said, leaning back with the rope as the goat tried to go the opposite direction.  Vidar laughed some more and then handed me the rope with the compliant goat on the end.  He swept up the stubborn goat into his big arms and it said “behhhh.”
 
   I laughed, but not because I thought Vidar’s prank was funny.  It was funny that I was walking into the woods with two goats and an immortal man dressed up like an Amish man.  Looking down at my dress, I laughed again because I was also dressed up like an Amish woman.
 
   I walked along, with my compliant goat at the end of the rope leash that I held.  I kicked stray rocks and thought about how strange life was.  My life had been so simple before.  Everything fit into tiny, normal boxes.  My life had gone from simple, to crazy, to more crazy, to a fresh new kind of crazy. 
 
   “Vidar?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, Emily.” he said.
 
   “What are we doing with these goats?” I asked.
 
   “We are farmers.” he said.
 
   “Okay, so what do the goats have to do with farming?” I asked.
 
   “One is a male, and the other is female.” he said.  “The female is a milking goat, and this stubborn male will make babies with her.  We will use their manure for fertilizer.”
 
   “Oh.” I said, wrinkling up my nose at the thought of drinking goat milk.  I’d only ever tasted goat cheese, so I imagined the milk as tangy.
 
   We worked the rest of the day creating an elaborate pen for the goats.  Vidar told me that goats were especially clever, and the pen needed be built like a war fortress.
 
   After sawing and hammering the afternoon away, my dress was covered in dirt and soaked in sweat.  I began to call for the wind to cool me, but Vidar stopped me.
 
   “Don’t.” he said.
 
   “Why not?” I asked.
 
   “Does the world serve you, Emily?” he said.
 
   “I…” I said, not sure what to say.
 
   “Don’t ask for favors unless you really need it.” he said.
 
   I crossed my arms.  “I’m hot, sweaty, and covered in dirt.” I said.  “I’d do anything for a breeze.”
 
   “I’ll tell you what.” he said.  “This pen is almost done.  Why don’t you go down to the stream and bathe?”
 
   Looking out to the tree-line, I could hear a little stream flowing.  Imagining the water sweeping away my dirt and sweat, I said “I’d love that.”
 
   “There is another dress, and some under-things in the cabin.” he said.  “On the shelf, wrapped in paper.”
 
   I found the clothes, and the dress was the same blue floral style, but with a different type of flower pattern.  I jogged to the stream, at human speed, with the dress I carried flying behind me like a kite.
 
   I felt good, and free.  “No more Muriel.” I thought, as I bounded over a fallen log.
 
   Entering into the tree-line I found the stream.  I had to walk a ways up to find where the water narrowed and deepened.  After looking around I laid my clean clothes over a fallen log.
 
   Stripping off my dirty, sweaty clothes I threw myself into the water.  Floating backwards in the cold water, my mind flashed to the memory of Tim floating on his back in the large pool, smiling up at me.
 
   Pushing away the memory, I looked up at the trees and then to the shrubs around me.  I could hear the sounds of creatures in the woods, little insects, squirrels and chattering birds.  It was comforting.
 
   The heat I’d worked up in my body didn’t last long in the chill of the stream.  It was early summer and the water was freshly melted snow from the mountains.
 
   Shivering as I got out of the water, I realized I didn’t have a towel.  I tried sweeping the water off of my body, but I felt too moist to get into my clothes.
 
   I thought of Vidar’s nagging about using my abilities.  “I think this is a need situation.” I thought.
 
   I gently spoke to the wind, asking it to work with the warmth of the sunlight to dry my skin.  Standing with my arms out to my sides, it felt like I was being kissed and caressed.  Taking in a deep breath, I sighed.
 
   After I was sufficiently dry I whispered polite thank-yous to the light and the breeze and put on my clothes.  I laced up my boots while sitting on the log and then stood up and smoothed out my dress.
 
   “From Hollywood to Little House on the Prairie.” I thought, laughing to myself while I combed my hair with my fingertips. 
 
   Meandering back to the cabin, I took my time and kicked rocks along the way.  Swinging the fence gate open, I approached the cabin.  The cabin door was propped open, and I found Vidar stirring something over the stove. 
 
   “Soup.” he said.  “From a can.”
 
   I shrugged, and he handed me a bowl of soup with a spoon.  I sat down at the tiny beat up table and ate like I’d been starving. Before I could ask for more, Vidar tossed some cornbread into my empty bowl.  “Thank you.” I said.
 
   “You’re welcome, little wife.” he said.
 
   I gave him a look, and he responded with a wink.
 
   Sighing, I gathered the up the dishes and washed up in the sink.  By the time I finished cleaning up the sky had grown dark and Vidar lit up a kerosene lamp.
 
   Looking over at the single cot I wondered what kind of sleeping arrangement would happen.  I didn’t want Vidar to get any ideas.  “Let’s sleep under the stars tonight.” he said.
 
   I agreed, and we gathered up the goose down pad that covered the cot, and several blankets.  As we stepped outside the creaky front door slammed behind us.  The sound was becoming familiar.
 
   Crickets hummed, and the goats went “behhh, behhh.” Vidar spread out and arranged the pad on the ground.  He lay down on it and patted the ground next to him.
 
   I just stood there, looking at him.
 
   “We sat back to back in a prison cell for hours.” he said.  “We held hands and shed tears together.  You are afraid to lie next to me?”
 
   I shifted my weight from leg to leg and crossed my arms.  “I just don’t want you to try anything funny.” I said.  “It’s not going to be like that.”
 
   “Oh, Emily.” he said.  “I know that your heart belongs to someone else.  I’m not going to ‘try anything funny,’ so come here.”
 
   Hesitantly, I lay down next to him and he put his arm around me.  We both looked up at the stars together, with the back of my head resting on his arm.
 
   “I count you as a friend Emily.” he said.  “You had my back, and I swear to you I will always have yours.”
 
   Looking over at him I said “That means a lot to me, Vidar.”
 
   We were silent for a while, looking at the blanket of stars covering the sky.  Searching my memories I couldn’t think of a time that I’d seen so many stars in the sky.
 
   “Are their more stars in Idaho?” I asked.
 
   Vidar laughed.
 
   “Life is strange.” I said, talking up towards the stars.  “Where we are right now, hiding away in the country.  I thought that I’d be someplace like this with Tim.  I never expected to end up in a cell and then running away with my prison friend.”
 
   “I didn’t see this coming either.” he said.  “During the first years in my cell I thought for sure my brothers would come for me.  I didn’t think it would be hundreds of years and a little woman that would come for me.”
 
   “I don’t know where to go from here.” I said.
 
   “Here.” he said.  “Just be here.”
 
   “I can’t help but think of my mom, Tim, my dad, my cat, and the man who’s heart I broke.” I said.  “None of them are here.”
 
   “Exactly.” he said.  “None of the people that would chase you down, try to sway you, or pull you in a million directions are here.  We both chose east at the summit.”
 
   “Is that why you chose east?” I asked.  “Your brother?”
 
   “My brother,” he said, “and you.  I’d follow you to the ends of the earth just to make sure no one stomps on that light you have inside you.”
 
   I thought about his words when we were in prison, and how every one of my kind fell to darkness in the end.  “My kind.” I said, “You said that all of them in history fell to darkness in the end.”
 
   “It is true.” he said.
 
   “Did any of them have someone as great as you following them to the ends of the earth?”
 
   “No.” he said.  “I don’t think they did.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning I awoke to the sound of a whistling kettle.  I had fallen asleep out in the yard with Vidar, yet I was in the cabin.  He must have carried me in my sleep.
 
   Rubbing my eyes I sat up in the cot.  Vidar handed me a cup of steaming coffee.  It smelled heavenly.
 
   “Thank you.” I said, blowing into the cup in an attempt to cool it down.
 
   “You’re welcome.” he said, putting down his coffee and stepping into his boots.  “I’m going to get to work.  I’ll meet you out behind the house.”  The front door squeaked and slammed. 
 
   After finishing the cup of coffee, I headed out the front door and wound my way around the house.  I passed by the goats along the way and stopped in to check on them.  “Behhhh.” they said, as I went in to their pen.
 
   “Well hello little stubborn guy.” I said to the stubborn male goat, crouching down and folding my dress under me.  He came up to me and I instinctively scratched him behind the ears, like I used to do with my cat George.  He didn’t purr like George, but he leaned his little body into mine.  I took it for affection returned.
 
   When I left the pen I made sure the door was secure behind me.  As I stepped around the house and the rear of the it came in to view, I saw Vidar bent over the yard slamming a hoe into the ground.
 
   Vidar saw me and stopped to wipe his brow.  He smiled and walked across the yard to the house, grabbing a second hoe.  He approached and handed to me.
 
   “Why don’t you start down there.” he said, pointing to the other side of the yard.  “If you look you can see where I have a rectangle marked off in the yard.  We need to till the whole thing.”
 
   I looked around for the markers and the area was huge.  I’d never tilled before, so I didn’t know what I was getting into. Grabbing the hoe from Vidar, I got to work.
 
   I watched the way he swung the till into the earth and emulated him.  After about ten minutes I was in a full blown sweat and my arms were aching. “Vidar.” I said.  “Can’t we just ask the soil to till itself?”
 
   “No.” he said, swinging his hoe into the ground.  “We are farmers.”
 
   “The Amish guy wouldn’t notice.” I said.
 
   “The soil would notice.” he said, still swinging his till.  
 
   I said no more and kept swinging the till.  The morning turned into afternoon and my arms felt like they were going to fall off.
 
   I stopped when my arms felt like jello and I could no longer swing straight.  Leaning on the hoe with my hands wrapped around the top I rested my chin there.  The burning and aching in my body were overwhelming.  Whispering, I asked to my body to release me from the aching.  
 
   I didn’t hear Vidar approach.  “No.” he said, putting his hand on my shoulder.
 
   I opened my eyes to look at him.
 
   “You need to feel the pain.” he said.
 
   “I disagree.” I said, with my chin still resting on the end of the hoe.
 
   “If you put your body to work blocking the pain, your body will do a poor job repairing your muscles.” he said.  “You will stay weak.”
 
   “I am not weak.” I said, feeling insulted.  
 
   “Your abilities are strong.” he said.  “But your body is weak.”  He pinched at my tiny waist, where there was neither fat nor muscle.
 
   “Hey!” I said, stepping backwards and putting the hoe between us.
 
   “You sleep too much.” he said.  “Like a little baby.”  He grinned and rocked an invisible baby in his arms.  Looking down at the ground, I knew he was right.  I was suddenly feeling very sleepy.
 
   After dropping the hoe I stomped off.  I could hear Vidar chuckling as I wound my way around the cabin.  I stepped into the front door and listened to it creak open, creak close and slam shut.  
 
   Flopping forward into the cot on my stomach, I put my face into the blankets.  With boots still on my feet, and my blue floral dress riding up to the backs of my knees, I fell asleep like a baby.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It wasn’t until the fall, when we were canning vegetables from our second harvest, that I realized what Vidar had been doing.  I had spent most of the time focused on my back breaking tasks, working in the garden or preparing for the winter.  I didn’t even have time to think.
 
   We had sawed and chopped wood, storing it alongside the wraparound porch of the cabin.  When I wasn’t chopping I was out in the field with a bladed hook gathering long grass and weeds to store for the goats to eat in winter.
 
   I was standing next to the stove boiling water for the canning process.  Just back from a chilly bath in the icy creek, any job by the stove seemed like a good one.  
 
   I ran my fingers through my wet hair.  It had grown longer and went almost to my waist.  I had started wearing it in a single braid down my back, or to one side, because it always seemed in the way.  
 
   While I stared  into the nearly boiling water I wove my hair into a braid.  After I tied a little ribbon tightly at the end of the braid, I put my hand on my waist to rest.  Noticing that my waist seemed larger, I pinched it with my hands.  It was tight with muscles.  
 
   Running my hand across my stomach I felt a six pack rippling beneath my fingers.  I felt strong.  I had worked all day, and I wasn’t even tired.  
 
   “Vidar?” I asked.
 
   “Emily.” he said, looking up from where he sat at the table.
 
   “You are an immortal, with a large amount of gold still buried nearby.” I said.  “Why are we living the lives of poor farmers?”
 
   “We are farmers.” he said, repeating his same old line.
 
   “You could take us across the sea,” I said, “buy a nice house someplace, and we could sit all day drinking wine and eating grapes.  You can’t tell me this is the only land on earth that would shelter us.” 
 
   Vidar smiled and said nothing.  He looked down to the table at the vegetables he was preparing and went back to work.  I took it that he wasn’t going to say any more than “We are farmers.”
 
   Looking down to see that the water in the pot was bubbling, I stared into it in contemplation.  I thought back to my time with Vidar in Muriel’s prison, and the time we’d spent through the summer.  
 
   “Vidar and his riddles.” I thought.  
 
   Standing up tall, I stretched my arms.  As I stretched, I realized that being farmers with Vidar had made me stronger, not just physically.  The time on the farm had healed the wounds of the sudden losses and changes I had faced over the year through the constant of repetitive hard work.
 
   Joining Vidar at the table I began pulling the silk off of some corn.  Humming the same “This Little Light of Mine” song that I had sang in the dark of Muriel’s prison, I focused on my work and nothing else.
 
   


 
   
  
 

XVIII
 
   Winter
 
    
 
   A storm raged with whistling and roars that made it difficult to sleep that night.  Curled up in the cot with Vidar, I appreciated his warmth more than ever.  I had been sleeping in the cot, night after night, with his arm around me.  He never once tried anything “funny.”
 
   The storm died down early in the morning and I knew I wasn’t going to get back to sleep.  Leaving Vidar in the cot I stepped out onto the front porch, standing in my socks.
 
   Looking out at the tree-line I saw the trees with leaves had shed their few remaining leaves.  They looked naked.  
 
   I heard the door open and Vidar appeared behind me, placing his hand on my shoulder.  “Winter.” he said.
 
   Standing quietly for several minutes, I wrapped my arms around myself and feeling the chill penetrate my dress.  Vidar stayed, with his hand on my shoulder.
 
   “It’s almost been a year.” I said, speaking out towards the tree-line.  “Since I walked into the jewelry shop and met Peter.”
 
   “You will have some time.” he said.  “The winter will be cold and we will hide away in the cabin, burning the logs that we’ve gathered.”
 
   “Some time to think?” I asked.
 
   “And some time to decide.” he said.
 
   Turning to the west, I thought back to the decision on the mountain summit with Vidar.  I studied the tree line to the west and realized that it was unfamiliar.  I’d avoided looking that direction for all the months at the cabin.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Before we ever saw snow, we had several weeks of clear sky accompanied by freezing temperatures.  Each time I needed to go to the outhouse I ran back and forth and then jumped up and down by the fire on my return.  Aside from that, I saw no other reason to go outside.
 
   The cabin had never seemed smaller, with my only landscape being four walls and the massive Vidar with his long, wavy hair and beard.  I took to meditating like I did when I was stuck in the prison cell.
 
   Sitting near the fire, I crouched down and crossed my legs on a folded up blanket.  Pulling out the necklace that I had tucked behind my dress, I felt the diamond under my fingertips.  I thought about the day that Tim put the necklace around my neck and remembered the intensity of my feelings for him.  
 
   With my hand still on my chest, my mind drifted to the silver necklace that Peter had placed around my neck almost exactly a year to the day.  I had been in love with Peter.
 
   I got up and began pacing back and forth across the cabin.  “What is wrong with me?” I said.
 
   Vidar looked up from the book he was reading and watched as I tensely walked back and forth across the room.
 
   “Everything alright?” he asked.
 
   I stopped and looked down at the floor.  “Just thinking.” I said.
 
   “It looks painful.” he said.
 
   Sitting back down on my folded up blanket by the fire I put my knees to my chest, hugging them with my arms.  My mind wanted to put Peter and Tim into neat little boxes.  
 
   Peter would go into the box of good and pure.  Tim would be the bad-boy that went into the box of The Corrupt.  It would be simple to explain my betrayal of Peter as part of me being weak and falling to The Corrupt.  I could see Peter forgiving me and still loving me like he said he did.
 
   I knew it was a lie.  Life refused to be that simple.  I risked everything to run away with Tim, and there was nothing corrupt in the feelings that drove me to that point.  
 
   I thought back on the time that Peter had hidden me from my his mentor, my dad.  He hid me and then left me to research, in fear that he would be caught, or that I would be taken away.  Neither of those things involved fighting for me.
 
   I remembered exactly how that felt, how I’d tried and tried to explain it away with Peter’s good intentions.  I couldn’t cover up the feeling and I wondered how long he would have stayed away if The Corrupt hadn’t hunted me.
 
   Tim had several hundred years ahead of me walking the earth, at least.  He was in deep, far deeper than I had ever been.  Yet he was willing to risk everything and run away with me.  
 
   Goosebumps rose up on my arms as I remembered the look in Tim’s eyes when he had been struggling with his feelings for me.  There had been nothing easy, or simple in our love.  It challenged everything.
 
   Rubbing my arm where the goosebumps had risen, Tim’s words echoed through my mind. “You just turned away the love of your own father.  How does that make you feel inside?”
 
   After taking in a deep breath, I exhaled slowly.  I prodded at that empty part of myself and felt heavy inside my own skin.  The feeling gripped me and I couldn’t shake it off.  The emptiness felt vast and infinite.
 
   Rising from the floor, I looked down at my socked feet as I stepped towards the door.  Opening the door, I felt numb inside and out as the chill burned against my skin.
 
   I heard Vidar’s voice, saying “Emily?” but it felt far away.  The door creaked and slammed behind me, just a whisper in my ears.  I watched my feet step from the wood of the porch down to the dirt pathway that was sprinkled with patches of newly fallen snow.
 
   As the cold bit through my socks my feet felt numb.  I looked around at the air around me watching the snow fall slowly and weightlessly from the sky.  Looking down at the long braid of hair that flowed down the right side of my chest, I saw little white flakes sticking to it.
 
   Closing my eyes I tilted my head up towards the sky.  A cold wind slammed up against me, along with a wave of snow that stung everywhere it touched my skin.  
 
   Breathing in through my mouth the burning erupted inside me.  Looking straight into the void inside me, I felt heavier with each rise and fall of my chest.  I sunk deeper and deeper within myself.
 
   With my eyes still closed, facing the snow falling from the sky, I felt fear wash over me.  I didn’t want to fall to darkness, but the vast emptiness was calling to me and pulling me in.  I felt myself fighting it, but I was numb inside and out and unable to move.
 
   I became conscious of being carried and then felt warmth burning against my skin.  I felt wet, and numb, and then felt my clothes being pulled away.  I opened my eyes to see Vidar holding a towel, frantically drying my skin. 
 
   He wrapped a blanket around me and then wrapped his own body around me.  He didn’t say a word as I began shivering violently in his arms.  He just held me until I became still.
 
   “Winter,” he said quietly, and holding me tightly, “is the darkest time upon this earth.”  His words seemed strange as I felt hotter and hotter.  I felt feverish.
 
   “But the light will be reborn.” he whispered, holding me even tighter with his arms.
 
   When I opened my eyes I saw his icy blue eyes looking at me intently.  I felt like I was melting inside, the burning from the cold giving way to a blanket of warmth.  I closed my eyes, leaned my head on Vidar’s arm, and fell asleep.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   When I woke up I felt warm and recognized the sound of the fire crackling in the pot belly stove.  I was wrapped tightly in my blanket, like a burrito.  After struggling for a bit I finally broke free, sitting up in the cot.
 
   Vidar was sitting in a chair across the room, with his hands in his lap and his eyes closed.  Swinging my legs over the side of the cot I walked over to the stove.  Lifting the lid to the kettle, I waved my hand over the top to feel for heat.  It was still hot, so I poured the hot water over a tea bag in a cup and began steeping it.
 
   “Tonight.” said Vidar.
 
   Whipping around, still steeping the tea bag in the cup, I gave him a questioning look.
 
   “We head back west.” he said.
 
   “Is that what you want?” I asked.
 
   “It is not about wanting.” he said.  “It is about doing what is right.”
 
   “You think us staying here is wrong?” I asked, taking a sip of my tea.
 
   “This Hall of Elders is wrong.” he said, shifting in his chair.  He stared past me at the wall.  “My brother…”
 
   “You said when you came out west you had brothers and sons with you.” I said.
 
   “I did.” he said.  “I also had a wife.”
 
   “Vidar…” I said, wondering why he hadn’t said anything before.  “Why aren’t we looking for them?  Why are we sitting here?”
 
   “We both needed time to heal.” he said.  “We were both too broken to face our pasts.”
 
   Standing with my back to the stove, I held my cup in front of me with both hands.  I looked down to the floor.  He was right.
 
   “So we leave tonight?” I asked, looking around at our ample supplies to spend the winter in the cabin.  We had worked so hard.  “We leave all of this behind?”
 
   Vidar got up out of his chair and walked towards me across the room.  He stopped in front of me and put his hands on my shoulders.  I looked into his eyes.
 
   “This isn’t just about my wife, my sons, or my brothers.” he said.  “This isn’t just about your dad, or Tim.”
 
   I took in a deep breath.  I knew it too.
 
   “The weeping in the prison.” I said, remembering the echoing sound of their cries.
 
   Vidar nodded and said.  “That isn’t the only prison.  So why does my brother sit on a throne and do nothing?”
 
   “It isn’t exactly a throne.” I said.  “The chairs they sit in are plain and old.”
 
   “A throne doesn’t have to be decorated in gold and rubies to be a throne.” he said.  “They are sitting in thrones.  They set themselves above others and rule.”
 
   “My dad, and even Peter.” I said.  “They all seem like they mean well.  They mean to be good.”
 
   “Some have more goodness than others,” he said,  “but to act like they know what is best for everyone is to set themselves on a high seat.  There was a time when our people recognized that we are all fallible.  We had the hearts of warriors and never stopped fighting because we recognized that corruption and suffering will eternally try to rise up to consume the world.”
 
   I thought about my dad and the frustration I had felt with him when my mom was kidnapped.  I thought about how he had hung around Hollywood, trying “everything he could do” to get me back.  No one rescued me from my prison cell, and none of them attempted to save mom.
 
   The weeping and crying echoing in the prison played in my mind again.  I remembered Vidar in his cell.  All of them forgotten, living in a dark underworld.  “Who was fighting for them?” I thought.
 
   The whole thing seemed ridiculous.  There was an entire society of immortals with superpowers, yet they all sat idle and comfortable.  They believed that they were good and doing good in the world.  
 
   “Good intentions,” I said, “will never free the world from suffering.  How can I dwell on love or my own troubles while thousands of innocents are shackled in hell?”
 
   Vidar’s hands still rested on my shoulders.  I put my hands on his shoulders and looked intently in his eyes.  “I will fight for them.” I said.
 
   “I knew you would, little hero.” he said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Vidar laid our packs outside on the front porch.  We stood in the snow, both of us dressed in warm layers of Amish men’s clothing.  We looked down into the snow where Vidar had drawn with a stick a rough map of Idaho, Washington and Oregon.
 
   We were going cross through a corner of Washington and weave our way down through central Oregon and then to the west.  We would head to my father’s house first.
 
   We needed to run under the cover of night, fast, to avoid being spotted by The Corrupt.  The plan was to make it in a single night, and I believed my dad would shelter us at least temporarily.  After all, he had kept me a secret from The Pure for almost thirty years before. 
 
   While I had been sleeping off my chill from the day before, Vidar had already set the plan in motion.  He’d traded back the goats with the Amish man for supplies, to include warm clothing for the journey.  He knew I wasn’t going to let him down.
 
   Walking back up to the porch I grabbed my pack, swinging it over my shoulders and onto my back.  Putting my hands around the straps on my front I stepped back out into the snow, looking down at my pants tucked into my boots.  
 
   I looked up from my boots to the little post fence that surrounded the cabin.  The land had sheltered us through summer, fall and now winter.  My heart raced as I realized we were soon leaving that safety behind.
 
   I swept my hair to one side and began to braid it.  I tied a ribbon at the end, tightly, and let the braid fall down the left side of my chest.  I looked over at Vidar, standing next to his pack on the porch, and saw that he was tying off a small braid that he had made in his own long hair.
 
   “What?” he said.  “You inspired me.”
 
   I laughed, and Vidar joined me with his own hearty laughter.  The laughter created a fog of our breath that hung around us.
 
   We grew quiet and still, waiting.  There was nothing but a gentle breeze causing trees to creak and shake their branches.  Looking out at the tree-line, I saw the rising violet and orange on the horizon from the setting sun.  I looked up at the sky, searching, and saw a star.  “It’s time.” I said.
 
   Vidar stepped closer and stood next to me, wearing his pack.  I dropped my hand from my pack strap and he grabbed it, squeezing it.  “Let’s go.” he said.
 
   I inhaled deeply and then exhaled.  I leaned forward, like a racer at a starting line.  Vidar leaned in with me, and then we burst out from safety and into the tree-line, without looking back.
 
   The cover of night shielded us from being seen, but only the faint light of the stars and a waning sliver moon lit our way.  Branches tore at the sleeves of my jacket as we increased our pace, weaving through the trees and vaulting over fallen logs.  I received several scratches across my face from sweeping branches and felt the cool trickling of blood running down my temple.
 
   We avoided all the cities, occasionally stopping to cross a highway.  I didn’t let my mind take those moments where we paused, crouching in the ditches, as a moment of rest.  I kept my heart racing and my breath quick.
 
   “Emily?” asked Vidar, as we crouched in another ditch.  
 
   I looked over at him, conscious of my chest heaving.  
 
   “We are almost there.” he said.  “I can carry you the rest of the way.”
 
   I tilted my head back and laughed, tasting the dew in the air.  After giving him a wink, I darted across the road in a flash.  Vidar raced to catch up to me.
 
   We stopped beside a creek and I looked around, listening to the bubbling sound and brushing my fingers over the top of the icy water.  I peered up the creek, and then down.  “Why are we stopping here?” I asked.
 
   Vidar threw off his jacket and took off his shirt.  He flung his shirt into the water and back out again, wringing it out over his head.  I noticed the wounds on his face and arms closing up, and then he wiped away the blood.
 
   “Less than five miles now.” he said.  “You look like hell, Emily.  We need to make our way through some residential areas.  Best not go looking like the living dead.”
 
   I opened my pack and grabbed a fresh dress.  Turning my back to Vidar, I stripped off the shirt I was wearing.  I looked left and right at my arms that looked like they’d been beaten with a whip.
 
   Looking at the shredded shirt in my hands I then felt the breeze on my thighs through my ripped up pants.
 
   “Grrr.” I said, untying my laces and stripping off my shoes and pants.  I dove into the icy water, feeling like I crashed into a burning wall.  My belly passed over some smooth, slimy rocks as I prompted my wounds to heal.
 
   When I came up to the surface I gasped for air.  Jumping up out of the water, I shed as much of the wetness as I could.  I then ran up the creek, hopping from rock to rock, letting the force of air blow the water from my skin.  
 
   After sprinting back down the side of the creek bed, I quickly put on the dress I set out.  I traded in my Amish man’s outfit for my Amish women’s outfit.  When I added a black jacket over the top, I didn’t think I’d look too out of place in Ashland.  
 
   I took in a deep breath and smoothed out the blue floral print down my legs. After I finished lacing my boots, I looked up to see Vidar sitting on a stump, watching me.
 
   “Vidar.” I said, in a scolding tone.
 
   “I wasn’t watching you when you were naked.” he said, defensively.  
 
   I crossed my arms.
 
   “I was just noticing something as you were tying up your boots.” he said.  “Something has changed about you.”
 
   Not knowing what to say, I uncrossed my arms and slung my pack over my shoulders.
 
   “Why don’t you lead the way now.” he said.  “This is your territory.”
 
   Not having the slightest idea where we were, I took a minute to orient myself.  After listening to the nearby sounds I recognized our location immediately.  Looking down at the creek I scrunched up my nose.  I recognized it as Bear Creek, which wasn’t the cleanest creek in the world.  I shivered and then shook it off.  “Let’s go.” I said.
 
   We slowed down to human speed, but kept up a brisk walking pace.  I recognized the humming sounds of crickets from a nearby pond and we diverted east across an open field.  We crossed railroad tracks and then hopped down into another ditch next to a highway.
 
   After looking left and right I motioned for Vidar to cross with me.  We crossed up and over a hill and then wound our way around the west side of town where many of the properties had lots of land to cross through.
 
   We hopped fence after fence, and then had to make our way back east, until we met up with Ashland Creek, and then followed it down into the park.  We stopped and crossed a quiet street and stepped into the Sycamore grove.
 
   I brushed my fingers across the tree trunks, remembering the last time I’d been there.  It was right before I met Peter.  As I watched my fingers pass over a tree trunk, I realized that color was returning to the world.  There was light emerging on the horizon.
 
   I looked over at Vidar and said, “We have to hurry.”
 
   I ran, and Vidar matched my pace.  We moved in one great rush up the street, just a blur in the breeze.  When we stopped, we were standing just inside the pathway. 
 
   “This is it.” I said, staring up at my dad’s house.  
 
   Though it hadn’t been my home for long, my heart felt a longing for it as I stood there.  Unless my dad had thrown them out, all of my worldly possessions were still upstairs in my room.  I remembered George hopping up into my bed there, with a prrrbt-mrow.
 
   Feeling like I was floating, my blue dress brushed against my legs with each step forward.  After carefully ascending the porch stairs I balled up my fist and held it next to the door.
 
   Pausing with my fist in the air, I looked behind me at Vidar.  Vidar smoothed out his beard with his hand and then nodded to me.  
 
   I rapped on the door once, and then twice.  Stepping back I stood next to Vidar, listening to the footsteps approach.
 
   


 
   
  
 

XIX
 
   Home
 
    
 
    
 
   The front door opened and my mom dove out to wrap her arms around me before I could even process what she was doing at my dad’s house.  “Oh Emily!” she cried.  “Oh it’s really you!!”
 
   She looked me up and down, with wide eyes, and then fixed her gaze on Vidar.  “Who is this?” she asked, gazing upon his long flowing beard.
 
   “Vidar.” he said.  “My name is Vidar.”
 
   She just stood and stared at Vidar, then to me, and then past us.  “You should come in.” she said.
 
   I followed her in, happy to see the familiar bench in the tiny entry way.  Sitting down to take off my boots, Vidar followed suite, taking up the remainder of the bench with his large body.
 
   “Where on earth have you been?” asked my mom.
 
   “Yes, Emily, where have you been?” asked my dad, stepping into the entry way.
 
   “Idaho.” I said, leaning over my boots and working on a stuck lace.
 
   “I couldn’t find you, anywhere.” said my dad.  “You just disappeared.  I feared the worst.”
 
   Placing my boots under the bench I stood up, feeling a wave of exhaustion.  I lost my balance, and Vidar caught me by the hip, steadying me.  
 
   I didn’t know what to say.  Was I sorry?  I didn’t feel bad for hiding like I did.  I had quite a bit of feelings about being left in a cell for a month while my dad sat in a hotel room. 
 
   After biting my lip I said “I’m sorry if you were worried.”
 
   “Who is this?” asked my dad, turning his attention to Vidar.
 
   I opened my mouth to answer, but Vidar stood up and said “I am Vidar, son of Tyr.”
 
   My dad’s eyes grew wide, and he leaned in with a bow.  Vidar put his hand on my dad’s shoulder, pushing him up from his bow.
 
   “I am no God.” said Vidar.  “Do not bow to me.”
 
   “But you are older than the eldest at the Hall of Elders.” he said, reverently.
 
   “Does age make me a God?” he asked, his hands still resting on my dad’s shoulders.
 
   “No,” said my dad, “but it gives you a place of honor.”
 
   Vidar leaned in close to my dad, looking him in the eyes and said “Honor does not come from living a long time.  Honor comes from bravery, sacrifice, and fighting for good on this earth.”
 
   Vidar let go of my dad’s shoulders and put one hand on mine.  “If you seek to honor, honor your daughter.” he said.  “She freed me from the underworld, and I know I am just the beginning for her.”
 
   Locking eyes with my dad, I could see the confusion in his expression.  I took in a deep breath and nodded.
 
   My dad approached and wrapped his arms around me gently.  My mom joined him, wrapping her arms around the both of us.  I put my arms around their waists and lay my head on my dad’s shoulder.
 
   I had so many questions, about my mom answering my dad’s door, but my body was beginning to realize that the run was over.  I rubbed my eyes and said “We ran all night.  From Idaho.”
 
   My mom looked at me with a disbelieving look and asked “From Idaho?”  I nodded, and she looked over at my dad.  He nodded, put his hand on my shoulder and guided me to the stairs.  
 
   “You should get some sleep.” he said, leaving me at the end of the stairwell.  Looking back at Vidar, he nodded to me. Stepping up the stairs, I felt like I was floating the whole way.
 
   The door to my room was open, and I saw as I stepped in that it was exactly as I had left it.  I glanced at the cozy bed and thought “heaven.”  I stopped just before I pulled back the sheets, feeling gross from bathing in the dirty creek.
 
   Walking over to my dresser I pulled open a drawer.  I stood there and stared at my pretty pajamas, pinks and baby blues.  I hadn’t seen pajamas in ages.
 
   After grabbing some pajamas I headed across the hall.  Closing the bathroom door behind me, I saw my toothbrush was still sitting where I’d left it.  Peter’s was gone.
 
   I looked away from the empty space where Peter’s toothbrush had been.  Stepping into the tub I pulled the shower curtain around me.  I shampooed my hair and scrubbed myself vigorously with soap and a washcloth.
 
   After drying off, I pulled my pajama shirt over my head, and then stepped into my pajama pants.  Wiping the steam away from the mirror with my sleeve I looked at myself.  It was the first time I’d seen myself in a mirror since I’d left Muriel’s mansion.  
 
   I remembered back to the days when I couldn’t see my own reflection, except for bits and pieces.  I didn’t even have to try anymore.  Now I saw myself so clearly, with green eyes peering through my towel dried hair that hung over my face.  Swiping my hair behind my ears, I smiled at myself.
 
   Walking back across the hall, I closed my bedroom door behind me and then melted into my blankets.  As I drifted off to sleep, I became aware of a rustling sound from under the bed.  
 
   I bolted upright in the bed, listening.  Suddenly George was flying through the air and landed on the bed with a “prrbt-mrow?”  I extended a finger for him to sniff, and after a skeptical moment of sniffing he climbed into my lap and began purring.
 
   After scratching under his ears I petted his furry orange back while he kneaded with his paws.  “I missed you George, so much.” I said.
 
   My body ached and my eyelids became more difficult to keep open.  I got up and opened my bedroom door a crack, so George could get out if he needed to and then curled up in the bed next to him.  
 
   For a moment I realized that it was my first night away from Vidar in many long months.  The feeling of missing him overwhelmed me, but I knew it would be improper to invite him to my bed.  
 
   Before I could think another thought, sleep took me, with George’s purring lulling me.
 
    
 
    
 
   When I woke up at dusk, I saw the orange of the sun setting, glowing through the ivory fabric of the curtains.  I flipped over to my side, feeling disoriented.  I stared at the door and realized where I was.
 
   Walking over to the dresser, I touched the tops of each of the nesting dolls that sat there.  As my finger landed on the largest nesting doll, I opened it and looked inside.  The business card that Tim had given me was still there.  
 
   A knot gripped me in my stomach.  Touching the card with my fingers, I wondered where on earth Tim was, and if he still loved me the way I still loved him.
 
   After putting the lid back on the nesting doll, I opened the second drawer down.  Pulling out a cotton black dress and grey sweater tights I spread them over the bed.  I looked under my bed and found a pair of my black Mary Jane shoes.  It felt like Christmas, opening all the familiar presents from my past life.
 
   Throwing the dress up in the air, I held up my arms to catch it so that my arms slipped into the sleeves and the dress fell over my body.  I smoothed out the skirt of the dress with my hands and then did a little twirl.  
 
   After I pulled on my tights I slipped into my shoes.  Staring down at my feet, I felt like I was home with my Mary Jane shoes on.  I decided that wasn’t going to run away without my clothes ever again.
 
   Walking across the hall into the bathroom, I opened the door that contained my makeup and my combs.  I combed out my hair and applied some mascara and lip gloss.  Rubbing my lips together, I smiled at myself in the mirror.
 
   I took off my shoes and carried one in each hand.  Padding gently across the hall, I began stepping down the stairwell.  I froze halfway, listening to the voices I heard down in the living room.
 
   “What do you plan to do?” said my dad’s voice.
 
   “We will head to this Hall of Elders next.” said Vidar’s voice. 
 
   “We?” said my dad.  “You don’t mean Emily.”
 
   There was a silence.
 
   “You can’t.” said my dad.  “She stays.  I need to keep her safe.”
 
   “I understand your desire to keep her safe.” said Vidar.  “You have to know that if you keep her prisoner she will only run away from you.”
 
   “It’s not like that.” said my dad.  “She isn’t a prisoner.”
 
   “Emily is strong.” said Vidar.  “She is capable of protecting herself.  She will also have me at her side.  Always.”
 
   “Do you love her?” asked my Dad.  “She is only a child.”
 
   Vidar laughed, deeply.
 
   “Of course I love her.” said Vidar, gently.  
 
   “You aren’t…” said my dad.
 
   Vidar laughed again, and I could hear his laugh travel towards the hallway as he walked away from my dad.  I continued down the stairs, and Vidar met me at the bottom.
 
   “I said that last part for you.” he said, winking at me.
 
   “What is wrong with you?” I asked, crossing my arms under my chest.
 
   “You shouldn’t lurk in the shadows, listening to other people’s conversations.” He replied.
 
   “I’m hungry.” I said, changing the subject.  After walking past him towards the bench in the entryway to deposit my shoes, I entered the kitchen.  I grabbed some meat and cheese from the fridge and poured glass of cold milk.  
 
   Sitting at the kitchen island, I devoured everything.  After I wiped my mouth, I slammed my fists down on the counter.  “Civilization.” I declared, looking around at the modern kitchen.
 
   Vidar walked into the kitchen and then walked around the kitchen island.  He opened from the fridge and startled when the light turned on.  He stuck his arm in, and then opened the freezer door and repeated, clearly amazed.
 
   “You like this place?” he asked.
 
   “I do.” I said, climbing down from the chair at the kitchen island.
 
   Vidar looked me up and down.  “You look different.” he said.
 
   “In a good way or a bad way?” I asked.
 
   “Your dress is very short.” he said, walking over to me and brushing his fingers over where the dress ended just above my knees.
 
   I laughed and said “This is a conservative dress.”
 
   “The world has changed so much.” he said.
 
   Grabbing my dishes up from the kitchen island I placed them in the sink.  I looked over to see Vidar examining the gas stove top.  I turned one of the knobs, and after making a click, click, click sound the flame appeared under the burner.  
 
   He ran his hand over the flame and then looked at me with a big grin.  I smiled back, and turned the knob on the stove slowly, so the flame died down and then disappeared.
 
   “Welcome to the modern world.” I said.
 
   Vidar turned to me and placed his hands on my shoulders.  He looked me in the eyes and said “Do you want to stay here?  You would be safe.  I would understand.”
 
   I had to acknowledge that a huge part of me wanted to stay.  I wanted to kick my feet up next to the fire and read books.  I wanted to curl up in my bed with George purring at my back, night after night.
 
   There was another part of me that was waking up, slowly, that knew I could never live that life.  The night I left to trade myself in for my mom lit a fire inside me.  There was no turning back.  It wasn’t even a choice.
 
   I put my arms on Vidar’s shoulders, the same way he had his on mine.  “When do we leave?” I whispered, leaning in to his ear.
 
   “Are you ready?” he asked.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Tonight.” he whispered.  “Let’s stay and visit into the evening, and then we go to bed.  Meet me in front of the house at midnight.”
 
   I nodded again, and then we released each other, heading out into the hall and the living room.  Looking around, I realized that my mom’s stuff was mixed in with my dad.  One of her afghan blankets was hanging over my dad’s couch.
 
   “This is weird.” I said, looking around and seeing my mom sitting in a chair by the fireplace.
 
   “Emily!” she said, exuberantly.  “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m fine, Mom.” I said, sitting down in the chair across from her.  Vidar turned around and headed towards my dad’s office, leaving us alone.
 
   My mom looked calm, and happy.  She was her cheery, normal self with her straight blond hair and freckled nose.
 
   “How did you end up here?” I asked.
 
   “Well.” she said, leaning towards me in her chair.  “I thought I was being followed around by demons.  Everywhere I went I saw blurry figures, and every once an awhile one that looked like your dad.  I thought it was the devil himself, terrorizing me with the form of the only man I ever loved.”
 
   I leaned forward in my chair.  I remembered my mom lecturing me about the first time I’d spotted my dad.  The thing was, she shouldn’t have been able to see him, or any of them if they weren’t deliberately showing themselves.  The only reason why I could see them was because of my immortal side.
 
   “Then,” she said, gesturing with her hands, “I started throwing crosses and holy water on them whenever I spotted one.  After a few days of that, they all came into my house, held me down, and there was Nicholas standing in my living room.  He hadn’t aged a day.”
 
   ‘Then what happened?” I said, still leaning forward in my chair.
 
   “They said that I wasn’t supposed to be seeing them.” she said.  “They did some research and think that it was because my great grandfather on my mother’s side was an immortal.”
 
   My mind raced.  So not only was my dad an immortal, I had a great, great grandfather that was immortal.
 
   “Have you ever met your great grandfather?” I asked.
 
   “No.” she said.  “I know nothing about my great grandparents on my mothers side.”
 
   “Wow.” I said.  “Just wow.”
 
   “All these years,” she said, “I thought I was crazy, seeing demons.  There are a lot of them in Portland.”
 
   “You’re not crazy, Mom.” I said.  “So are you and dad…”
 
   “He says I’m just as beautiful as the day we met.” she said, tilting her head and bouncing her hair with her hand.  “Though it is a little weird to be with a man that seems so young.  He’s still Nicholas though, through and through.”
 
   “You look happy, Mom.” I said.
 
   “I am happy.” she said.
 
   She looked past me with a big grin, and I heard the footsteps of my dad approaching.
 
   “Emily.” he said.  “Can we speak, alone?”
 
   “Sure.” I said, loathing what I knew he would say.  He would try to convince me to stay, I was sure.  I followed him into his office and he closed the door behind him.  I sat down in the chair on the other side of his desk and watched him sit down in his.  I took a deep breath.
 
   “Vidar wants me to shelter you two, but I can’t do this for more than a few days.”  he said.  “I will have to seek the guidance of the elders on this matter.”
 
   “Have to?” I asked.  “Did you have to seek their guidance about mom?”
 
   “They all agreed it was best for her to know, rather than go on thinking we were demons.” he said.  “She has inherited the ability to see us.”
 
   Sighing, I placed my elbows on his desk and leaning my face on my hands.
 
   “Are you okay, Emily?” he asked.
 
   I looked into his eyes and said “Don’t you ever question any of it?”
 
   “Any of what?” he asked.
 
   “Other people are deciding what is best for you, for me, and for mom.” I said.
 
   “They aren’t just other people.” he said.  “They have the wisdom of the ages.  We also get to have a say in matters.”
 
   “Just words.” I said.  “Ultimately they decide.”
 
   “Emily.” he said.  “It has to be this way.  There aren’t very many of us left.  They keep us close and do everything they can to make sure we are all stay pure, and safe.”
 
   “There aren’t many of you left,” I said through my teeth, “because there are hundreds, maybe thousands locked away beneath the ground.”
 
   He stared at me, blankly.
 
   “No.” he said.  “That’s not true.”
 
   I laughed and said “You didn’t know?”
 
   “The others are dead.” he said. “or have turned to the other side.”
 
   “They are immortals!” I shouted.
 
   “There are ways to end an immortal.” he said.
 
   “Dad.” I said.  “Vidar is living proof that what I’m saying is true.”
 
   “It can’t be true.” he said, staring off into the distance.
 
   “I sat in a cell for a month, listening to their weeping and echoing cries.” I said.  “Vidar says that it isn’t the only prison, that there are others.”
 
   He gasped and leaned forward in his chair.  “You were in an underground prison for a month?  But we thought..”
 
   “You thought right.” I said.  “The majority of my time there was spent partying, drinking human blood, and seeking more power.”
 
   He looked sad and leaned back into his chair.  He was silent after that, sitting in his chair like a statue.  I waited for a bit and then left the room without saying a word.
 
   In the living room I found my mom and Vidar sitting by the fire, throwing their heads back and laughing like they’d just shared a good joke.
 
   I looked up at the wrought iron chandelier that hung from the ceiling in the center of the living room.  I noticed that the lights were subtly flickering and became aware of the sounds of my heart beating.  The flicker of the light was matching the beating of my heart.
 
   Something about my dad’s ignorance overwhelmed my emotions.  I felt like a wildfire was raging through my body.  I crossed my arms under my chest and looked over at the family portrait painting hanging on the wall.
 
   “Who am I?” I thought.  I remembered Vidar saying that my kind had the heart of a hero.  I didn’t feel like a hero.  I just wanted a simple life, with love and safety.
 
   Looking over to the fire where my mom and Vidar sat together,  I remembered sitting in those same chairs talking late into the evening with Peter.  I could have had that simple life if only I had stayed.
 
   After I inhaled, I exhaled deeply and closed my eyes.  I remembered looking out over the valley in Hollywood from the pool, next to Tim.  I watched us in slow motion, and the feelings washed over me like an ocean tide.  That ocean was inside me and wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   “Emily.” said Vidar, breaking me from my vivid memory.  I looked up and nodded to him, and walked towards the fire where he sat with my mom.
 
   Vidar got up and motioned to the chair he was sitting in.  He pulled the footstool away from the chair and sat on it.  I sat down in the chair, smiling and listening to their conversation.
 
   I wanted to be there with them, but I could only play along.  In my mind I was with Tim, repeating the memories over and over in between the moments where I wondered how deep he was in now.  I cringed when I thought of the way I’d gutted my dad out from my heart once and turned my back on him.  I wondered if Tim had done that to me, and if I’d ever be able to see that same look in his eyes again.
 
   My mom and Vidar laughed again, and I smiled again.  My dad joined our company, and settled into the chair with my mom, placing his arm around her.  She looked over at him affectionately, and he returned the same look.
 
   We talked and laughed next to that fire until the night wore on.  I told myself to be sleepy and then produced a yawn.  My dad suggested we retire for the evening, and I slowly climbed the stairs to my room with my legs feeling heavy.
 
   Opening my door, George followed me in, padding along with his dainty little paws.  Picking him up I held him close to my chest as I sat down on the bed.  Setting George down on my lap, I put my hand up to my chest and brushed my fingers over the diamond that rested there.
 
   Remembered the echoing cries in Muriel’s prison, I wondered how many of them wept for the kind of love I felt for Tim.  “Some things aren’t just worth fighting for.” I thought.  “They must be fought for.”
 
   Getting up from the bed I found my pack from the trip from Idaho.  I gutted out the dirty clothes and replaced them with a pair of black Mary Jane shoes, several pairs of undergarments, tights, skirts, and t-shirts.  I grabbed the tiniest nesting doll from the top of the dresser and placed it in a side pocket.
 
   Walking across the hall, I brushed my teeth, making all the noises of getting ready for bed.  I gathered up my toothbrush, mascara, lip gloss and combs.  Listening to make sure the hall was empty, I then stepped across with an armload of my things.
 
   After filling my pack with my items from the bathroom, I tightened down all the straps on it.  Sitting on the edge of the bed I watched the minutes pass by on the clock on my nightstand, staying as silent as a sleeping person.
 
   The clock read “11:59 PM.”  I moved through the house as silent as a moth, fluttering with my pack on my back.  I quietly stepped from the porch to the yard and then spotted Vidar’s figure standing under a tree.  
 
   He nodded to me and I nodded back.  We leaned forward, from the edge of the pathway in the yard, like racers at a starting line.  Taking a deep breath, I darted out into the night with Vidar at my side.
 
   


 
   
  
 

XX
 
   Freedom
 
    
 
    
 
   We arrived a few miles out from the Hall of Elders just as the sun began to rise.  We sat on a piece of drift wood and faced the beach.  I looked out at the calm water and the tiny waves that went whoosh out onto the sandy shore.  It was a rare day in winter, frigid, but calm and clear.
 
   Light burst out of the tree line behind us, and the sky over the ocean lit up with a dusty blue smeared with a subtle violet.  I looked from the sky to Vidar sitting next to me.  He seemed as calm as the ocean.  I envied him.
 
   My heart beat quickly, and nervously as I asked Vidar “So what is the plan?”
 
   He kept his gaze upon the ocean and said “We step into this Hall of Elders and we speak.”
 
   “What will we say?” I asked.
 
   “Whatever needs to be said.” he said.
 
   My long wavy hair flowed around me like a veil as I leaned forward to grab a smooth stick from the sand.  Sitting back up I held it in my right hand, spinning it between my thumb and index finger.  I had no idea what needed to be said.  “Okay.” I said.  “I will follow your lead.”
 
   Vidar nodded and looked at me.  He grabbed a strand of my hair and wound it around his finger.  With a smile he said “Ready?”  I nodded and he let go of the strand of my hair.
 
   We walked up a winding dirt path up a hillside sprinkled with tufts of tall grass.  We walked through a parking lot and then out to the highway, heading north.  We looked the picture of dirty wanderers with our beat up clothes and large packs on our backs.
 
   “Emily.” said Vidar.
 
   “Hmm?” I said, while I tried to match my left and right foot hitting the ground at the same time as his.
 
   “If things get bad in there I want you to run.” he said.
 
   I threw my head back and started laughing.  “Not a chance.” I said.
 
   We walked on in silence for a while, and then Vidar broke the silence with “Okay.  If things get bad and I run, you run with me.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.” I said, and then pointed to a driveway to the left.  We hopped the gate at the end of the drive and then climbed a hill covered in ferns and moss covered trees.  We went over the hill, around a blind corner, and the Victorian style manor house came into view.  
 
   Without stopping, Vidar increased his pace and stepped in front of me to approach the double doors beneath the archway.  He flung open both of the doors and stepped in.  I walked in behind him, and we quickly entered the hall.
 
   The elders were all sitting in their chairs, but the nine chairs on the opposite side of the hall were the “children” sat were all empty.  All eyes turned to us.  
 
   From the front of the hall sat Selene, then the brown curly haired athlete, the woman with four arms, Mikella with her white feathery wings, the little Chinese woman, the blond, the bearded man, and the two Egyptians.
 
   The bearded man bolted up from his chair.  
 
   “Brother?” he asked.
 
   “It is I, Vidar.” he said.
 
   Several of the men and women gasped.
 
   Selene sat up in her chair, looking furious and pointing at me.  “Why is she in here?”
 
   Vidar stepped in front of me as if to shield me.  Mikella darted out of her chair and stood behind me with a protective stance, her wings spread out behind her.
 
   “She is one of The Corrupt.”  she said, venomously.  “She is a traitor, and a breaker of hearts.”
 
   “Why are you in here?” said Vidar, to Selene.
 
   She put her hand to her chest and stared at Vidar with an insulted look.  “Who are you?” she said to Vidar.
 
   “Be respectful.” said the brown curly haired athlete to Selene.
 
   “I am Vidar, son of Tyr.” said Vidar. 
 
   Selene’s eyes grew wide, her mouth hung open, and then she quickly shut it.  She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms under her chest.
 
   “So you’ve come to claim your seat?” she asked Vidar.  “I am the youngest here and there can only be nine.”
 
   “Don’t worry, woman.” said Vidar.  “I don’t want your throne.”
 
   “Brother.” said the bearded man, gesturing to the chairs around him.  “These are no thrones here.  Look at the chairs we sit in.”
 
   “Do you all live here together?” asked Vidar.  He already knew the answer to his question, and I had to hold back the urge to raise an eyebrow.
 
   “Yes, brother.” replied the bearded man.  “Let us show you our hospitality.  You look ragged from your journey.”
 
   “I would love to see how you live here.” said Vidar.
 
   Everyone seemed to settle down, aside from Selene.  She stood up and said “What about the girl?”
 
   “What about her?” asked Vidar.
 
   “She is your prisoner, is she not?” said Selene.
 
   Vidar threw back his head and burst into laughter.  “My prisoner?” he asked.  “No, no, no.  She is my liberator!”
 
   Vidar put his arm around me, and Mikella still stood behind us.  “No harm comes to this woman, you hear?”  
 
   He looked at each face, started from the left and received a nod.  His eyes met with Selene’s, and she kept her chin up in defiance.  She then swiftly turned and walked out of the hall.
 
   “Don’t worry about her, brother.”  said the bearded man.  “She will just hang around another house she keeps a few miles from here and sulk.  It’s happened before.”
 
   “Emily.” said Mikella from behind me.  
 
   Whipping around I saw her smiling face.  “I’ve missed you.” she said.  “I was wondering when you’d come home to me.”
 
   I looked over at Vidar and he gave me a questioning look.  I smiled and said “It’s okay Vidar.  She has adopted me as her daughter.”
 
   “So many mothers.” said Vidar, with a laugh.
 
   Mikella looked confused for a moment and then said “Come with me.  I will get you cleaned up.”
 
   Vidar looked concerned, and I said “I trust her, Vidar.”  Vidar nodded, and I followed Mikella.  She took me down beneath the house, and I shuddered as I remembered the last time I’d descended under a house.  
 
   Setting my pack off to the side I took off my clothes.  I approached one of the steamy rectangular tubs inset into the floor, and sunk into it.  It smelled like pretty flowers, and I could feel the oils in the water moisturizing my skin.
 
   Mikella sat beside the tub and looked down at me.  Her wings were extended behind her and slowly moving back and forth.  She still looked like an angel.
 
   “I heard some terrible things said about you.” she said.
 
   “All of them are true.” I said.
 
   “You don’t even know what has been said.” she said.
 
   I inhaled deeply and then exhaled.  “One of the first nights with The Corrupt, I cheated on Peter with some stranger while drunk at a party.  I didn’t even remember it.  I felt ashamed and decided that there was no turning back.  I began drinking human blood and got a taste for power.  I basically wanted to rule the world.”
 
   “Oh.” she said, in her sing-song voice.  “All true then.”
 
   “Then,” I said, “I fell in love with one of them, and he fell in love with me.  His name is Tim.  We were going to run away together, but Muriel, my corrupt mother caught us and threw me in an underground prison cell.”
 
   “Your corrupt mother?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.” I said.  “She swore an oath to be my mother and protect me.”
 
   “She doesn’t sound like a good mother.” she said.
 
   I laughed and looked over to see Mikella smile.
 
   “How did you get out of prison?” she asked.
 
   “I was released after a month,” I said, “but vowed to return to save Vidar.”
 
   “How did you free him?” she asked.
 
   “I threw a party and got everyone drunk.” I said.  “Then I opened his cell, and we ran.”
 
   Mikella studied my face, and we sat in silence for a while.  I got up out of the oily water and approached the large pool.  I dove in, hands first, and swam across the pool. Being in the water made me think of Tim, and my body felt heavy.  I felt a wave of sadness and cried my tears under the water.  By the time I came up for breath on the other side of the pool I’d pushed it all out of my mind, though I could still feel it lingering on my heart.
 
   With my hands on the edge of the pool, I lifted myself out with my arms into a crouch.  Looking around I spotted a towel rack.  I stood up and grabbed a towel, drying off my hair and then my body.
 
   Wrapping the towel around my body like a little dress, I walked over to my pack.  I put on my underwear and then stepped into a skirt, pulling it up.  I tossed my black t-shirt up into the air, catching it with my outstretched arms and pulling it over my head.
 
   Muriel stood by, waiting for me.  After I wiggled into my tights and stepped into my shoes, she beckoned to me with her hand.  I followed her up the stairs, and then into the large dining room with the long table.  All the Elders, except for Selene, were sitting around the table.  Vidar was sitting with them.
 
   Mikella motioned for me to take a seat across the table from Vidar, and I complied.  She sat next to me, placing herself between me and the others. 
 
   “Sorry this isn’t much.” said the bearded man.  “We would give you a feast in your honor, brother, but with such short notice…”
 
   I looked around and the feast that was spread across the table.  It looked to me like a feast fit for royalty.  There was ham, a whole chicken, loaves of bread, grapes, and dish after dish of fancy looking concoctions that I didn’t recognize.  Everything was presented with decoration and flair, with silver platters, silvers bowls, and crystal wine glasses.
 
   Anticipating Vidar’s laugh, I smiled when he began the laugh that emerged deep in his belly.  I waited for him to begin the same lecture he gave my dad, but he went on to say “This is wonderful.  I am famished.”
 
   “Well then.” said the bearded man.  “Let’s eat!”
 
   Food was passed around the table and I filled my plate with a little bit of everything.  I kept shooting Vidar looks to say “what are you doing?” but he only responded with winks and smiles.
 
   My stomach grumbled, I shrugged to myself, and then I dug in.  The food was exquisite, and I felt more and more alive with every bite.  By the time my plate was empty, I felt clean and full.  I felt almost human again, not the muddy, ragged creature I had become on the way over.
 
   Finally Vidar spoke up and said “I enjoyed the tour of your royal palace…”
 
   The room went silent.  I stifled a laugh.
 
   “The sleeping chambers here are exquisite.” he said.  “The baths are comparable to the old ones in Rome.  I’m impressed.”  He held up his glass and smiled.  “A toast, to everything you’ve built!”
 
   There were loud gasps, and no one raised a glass.
 
   “How could you say that, brother?” said the bearded man, loudly dropping his fork on his empty plate.
 
   “It’s not like that.” said the Egyptian woman.  “We are humble here.”
 
   “She’s right.” said the Egyptian man.  “This is a place of purity, and we desire good and the divine above all things.”
 
   There were murmurs of agreement echoing through the room.  
 
   “But you all rule from this house, do you not?” asked Vidar, in an innocent voice.
 
   “We do not rule.” said the little Chinese woman.  “We are peaceful.  We only serve the divine.”
 
   “I have heard that you make decisions in all of the affairs of the immortals.” said Vidar.  “Do they not all live under your command and your watchful eye?”
 
   The woman with four arms lifted two of her arms in defense.  The other two she placed gently on the table.  She said “We serve the divine by maintaining order among our people.”
 
   “Oh.” said Vidar.  “I thought that it was common knowledge that the divine order involves free will and that the divine cannot be forced.”
 
   “If we did not choose for them,” said the blond woman, “they could fall to The Corrupt.  They need us.  There are not many of us left.”
 
   “So I hear.” said Vidar, turning to the bearded man.  “Brother?  Where are our other brothers?  Last time I checked there were four of us.  Where is my wife?”
 
   The bearded man looked down at the table, clearly ashamed.  “They are all lost.” he said.
 
   “Lost, like I was?” asked Vidar.
 
   The bearded man nodded.
 
   “They are all in the underworld, yet here you sit feasting at a table.” said Vidar.
 
   The whole room grew silent and unmoving.  The bearded man shifted in his chair and then looked up to Vidar and said “There was nothing I could do.  If I had tried to save you I would be among those captured.  There would be no hope.”
 
   “Is that what you do?” asked Vidar.  “Hope?”
 
   “I’ve never given up hope.” said the bearded man.
 
   Vidar leaned back his head and grabbed his belly as it roared with laughter.  Everyone at the table, the bearded man included, looked confused.  Vidar slammed his fist down on the table as his laughter abruptly stopped.
 
   “My warrior brother, sits in a chair, while this little woman that sits across from me came to my rescue.  This woman that you all love to call a child and a traitor.”
 
   I looked around at the faces at the table and watched Vidar do the same.  “What?” he asked.  “You don’t think I hear your whispers?  The terrible things you are saying about her.”
 
   He stood up from his chair and slammed his hands down on the table.  He stood up so abruptly that it sent his chair flying backwards behind him dramatically.  He pointed in my direction.  “This is a hero.”
 
   “Not one of you in the room has an ounce of her bravery, or shares the divine light that burns like a wildfire inside her.” he said.  “She chose love over power, and to fight for Vidar instead of her personal safety.  Yet you would look down upon her, as inferior, not just because of her choices, but because of her beating heart!”
 
   “You would honor me.” he said.  “For simply returning from captivity after all these years.  What am I?”
 
   “You have the wisdom of the ages.” said the little Chinese woman.
 
   “I am older than all of you.” said Vidar.  “Would you all bow before my wisdom?  Should I place a high throne at the end of your hall?”
 
   “It’s not like that, brother.” said the bearded man.
 
   “You are right.” said Vidar.  “It’s not like that because I have not lost my way.  I would never ‘maintain order’ and let myself grow soft in a chair.  Who will fight for our own people that are chained beneath the earth?”
 
   “I will fight!” roared Vidar.  His words echoed loudly through the room and eyes grew wide.  I felt a burst of pride for Vidar rush through me.  I felt my own fire, inside of me, burning brightly.
 
   “And I.” I said, bolting up from my chair and shouting.  “I will fight for them!”
 
   Vidar put his fist to his chest and looked at me with pride.  He looked around at the room that we had shocked into silence.  Vidar’s brother sat with his head hung low, staring down at the table, when suddenly he stood up from his chair.  He looked towards Vidar and said “Brother.”  He turned to face me and said “Sister.”  He raised his voice and said “I will fight.”
 
   Mikella, my angel, and my mother was the next to stand up.  “I will fight for them.” she said, with her sing-song voice and a smile.
 
   The massive Egyptian woman, sitting in an alcove in the floor so that with her sixteen feet of height she could sit level at the table, rose up from her chair with grace.  “I will fight.” Though her alcove was about six feet down, her height was still unnerving.
 
   The Egyptian man rose up just after her, standing next to her at the same height and said “I will fight.”
 
   A few seconds later the little Chinese woman stood up and shouted with her high voice “I will fight!”  
 
   The Indian woman with four arms rose just after her and yelled “I will fight for them!” 
 
   The ethereal looking blond woman rose up from her seat, holding her arms out to her side and then doing a curtsy.  She said, looking around the faces at the table “I will fight with you.”
 
   With only one remaining at the table that hadn’t spoken up, everyone stood in silence, waiting.  The man stood with his head bowed, with light brown ringlets hanging over his face.  Without looking up, he said “I can’t.  I have to be with Selene.”  He then rushed out of the room without looking back.
 
   Seeing him leave, I felt a feeling of familiarity, and realized that he had the same hair as Peter.  Peter had said his mom was one of the elders, but not his father.  I raised an eyebrow, thinking, until Vidar’s voice brought me back.
 
   “Are you all prepared to leave this behind?” he asked.
 
   He looked around the room and watched as everyone nodded.  I gave him a wink instead of a nod and he smiled back.  
 
   “Well what are we waiting for?” he asked.  “Let’s go!”
 
   The nine of us left the Hall of Elders that day, leaving behind Selene and her companion.  I was sure to grab my pack on the way out, remembering my vow to never again leave without my clothes.  Looking down at my black Mary Jane shoes I smiled and stepped out of the front door to meet up with the group.
 
   We camped out on the beach that night, lighting a bonfire and sleeping under the stars.  The sky was still clear, and the air cold, but I had my angel with me.  She kept the chill off me with her white feathered wings folded around me while I slept.
 
   Early in the morning I woke up to the whooshing sound of the ocean water.  The stars were only beginning to fade from the sky.
 
   Slipping out of the embrace of Mikella’s feather wings, I grabbed my coat from my pack.  An arm in each sleeve, I wrapped it tightly around my body, watching a colony of seagulls tromping around by the water.  Their calls could be heard over the roar of the tide, sounding like a great squeaky wheel that badly needed oiling.
 
   Looking around at the blanket of sleeping immortals scattered around the still glowing coals of the bonfire, I didn’t see Vidar.  Searching with my eyes, I found him in the distance, sitting on a driftwood log.  He looked deep in thought until he turned his head to meet my eyes.  He smiled at me and then fixed his gaze back at the ocean.
 
   My eyes also turned back to the ocean and the seagulls there by the water.  I watched them dance about on their two little feet, and saw that they were taking turns picking at their breakfast.
 
   A little wind picked up as I stepped towards the birds.  Some eyed me suspiciously and took flight while others were too committed to their feast to leave.  Crouching down, I put my hands in the wet sand and spread out my fingers as if they were webbed feet.  It only seemed natural.
 
   At first I spoke sweetly, calling them sweet little gulls, but it only caused them to break from their feast and hold still.  They were holding their ground and staring.  I’d insulted them.
 
   “Honorable gulls.” I said, with reverence in my voice.  Two of them went back to picking at their breakfast, a brick red crab with his body cracked open.  
 
   The gulls that had previously abandoned their post returned with great flying swoops and landing gracefully in the sand.  I gave them a little bow, and they seemed appeased.
 
   Now that I had an audience I had no idea what to say to them.  Looking around at their faces, they were much different than the garden birds that I had made friends with before.  These birds were ocean birds, and they were every bit as strong and mighty as the great tides that brought them their breakfast.
 
   Not only were they mighty, but I sensed that they were loyal and brave.  They were also curious, so I told them my story.  As my story unfolded, they drew in closer, surrounding me with their little orange webbed feet.  
 
   After my story ended, their squeaky screeching erupted around me.  They wanted to be a part of my story.  Wondering where they might fit in I asked “How far can you fly?”
 
   Their screeching changed tone, and I took it as laughter.  These were the bravest of gulls they said, not some feeble migrating land birds.  The earth had no boundaries for them.
 
   “Have you ever been east, across the land?” I asked.  I took the sounds of their replies as no.  “There lies another great ocean.” I said.  “If you cross that ocean, there is another land.  Somewhere in Europe.  That is where my Tim is.”
 
   The birds grew excited, some of them flying up into the air and swooping back down to the group.  They would find him they said.
 
   “It’s impossible.” I said.  “You could search for years and never find him.  He is like a tiny grain of sand on this beach.”
 
   The birds knew something that I didn’t as they laughed at me once more.  Tim and I were connected.  The scent of his spirit was all over me, distinct as a snowflake.
 
   Laughing along with the birds, the idea of a spirit smelling seemed funny to me.  “What do I smell like?” I asked.
 
   They said I smelled like sunshine and the darkest of nights.  “That’s a contradiction.” I said.  The squeaky wheel of their calls erupted around me in laughter until it slowed to a silent stop.  
 
   Looking around at their white little heads and intense eyes, they waited for me to speak.  “You don’t have to do this.” I said, feeling their commitment wash over me.  They wanted to be in my story.
 
   After bowing my head to them, crouched over still with my hands in the wet sand, I felt them leave.  They departed east, and their squeaky calls disappeared into the sunrise.
 
   Walking back to the camp, the group had all risen from their slumber and milled about a newly lit fire.  As I approached, Vidar said “Just having a chat with the birds, eh?”
 
   Giving him a wink, I sat down and accepted a freshly buttered piece of bread.  Vidar unfolded his plan to the group.  It was dangerous, but clever.  It was everything a good plan should be.
 
   You wouldn’t think we were heading off to war, the way the group shifted from war planning to merry conversation.  That knowledge of looming danger never left me, with every bite of food and every smile.  That knowledge drove me.
 
   As I let go of my instinct to run to safety and comfort, my heart fluttered.  I was in deep again and there was no turning back for me.  It wasn’t that though, nor the danger that sent my heart fluttering.  For the first time in my life I knew myself.  I wasn’t lost, bound, or forced.  I was exactly where I wanted to be.
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