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Chapter
one


 


 


April got up and stretched. She
was tired of resting. She had followed her boss’s orders. ‘Take a mini vacation’
he said. It would take an Earth week before her new assignment was revealed.
Time ran so differently in the realm she was in. An Earth week ended up being
three weeks for her. There had also been times an Earth week was a day for her.
No one understood why time between the realms changed constantly. 


She slowly stretched her wings to
show their impressive span. She loved her wings. She always wondered why the Earth
people did not have them. They really were missing the beauty of flying. That
was the one reason she hated working on Earth, because she could not use her
wings. At least not when she could be seen. Unfortunately the inhabitants of Earth
needed some slight course changes at times to get them ready for the big
reveal.


Smiling she heard the pop; that
small almost inaudible sound that let her know her next mission was ready.
Walking over to the small disc that she had been given, she watched as it grew
in size. There would be a video of who and what needed to be done. There would
also be a hologram of her charge, so she would recognize the next target.


April walked closer to get a good
look. There before her was the picture of a light skinned black female. She
moved to read the stats. She stood five feet eight inches with hazel eyes. She
weighed one hundred sixty pounds and had short brown hair. All in all she was
an average Earth female. She looked to see what was so special about her and
read the word “CLASSIFIED”.


She pulled her wings in tight to
her body and tried to control her rage. How dare they classify this information
when they wanted her to help the silly Earth chick? It was times like these
when she wondered if Earth was really worth the time and effort to save. No
time to pop into headquarters and her boss would not tell her anyway. Grabbing
the hologram she disappeared, aiming for the woman’s position. What was her
name? Scanning over the image she found it. Taraja. She hovered for a minute to
locate her exact position and materialized.


She found her and wished she
hadn’t. She was on the dusty floor of some long forgotten warehouse. The place
was overrun with rats and other four legged creatures. Insects had made a home
here long ago. There was even what looked like a drunk in the corner. 


Taraja lay on the floor as if she
had already succumb to death. April moved a little closer, wrinkling her nose
at the stench that rose from her body. It was not the stench of death, but
rather an unwashed body and a soul that had given up. Taraja was not dead, but
she might as well be.


Looking around, April found
herself debating what she should do next. She could pick her up and get her
food, but would that make a difference? No. She would end up back here or
someplace worse. This case looked lost before it began. Letting all logical
thought leave, she did what she had always wanted to do. Taking her foot, she
kicked Taraja hard. Her body never even moved. April reared back and kicked her
again. She jerked just a little, but ignored April as if it had not happened.
Moving a little, April lifted her leg and aimed at her midsection. Rearing back
one more time, April kicked her in her stomach, watching her body dance as if a
jolt of electricity had just entered. Smiling she dissolved and waited to see
what course Taraja would take.




 





 


Taraja, had been laying on the
floor for days. She had not moved, not even to do her business. She was ready
for it to be over. It almost was. She was drifting on a cloud. Every day she
was getting further and further away from her body. Each day she asked no one
in particular to let this be the day it all ended. She couldn’t kill herself.
Not that she didn’t want to kill herself, but she physically could not do it.
She knew because she had tried. That was not normal and she knew it, but others
seemed to think it was a joke when she asked them about it. It was ok. This
time she was sure she would die. She closed her eyes and waited for the end.


She could feel something in the
room with her. Something other than the rats that had tried to eat her. They
had learned quickly that her body couldn’t be touched. If she was a believer,
she would say that God was protecting her. But she gave up on him ages ago. This
was something else. Maybe it was death coming to collect her. She could feel it
coming closer. She relaxed even more, waiting for the end.


At first she didn’t even feel it.
That small kick. Is this how your soul leaves your body? Was this the angel of
death punishing her? Then the second kick came. It was harder this time. No she
thought. Please don’t do this to me. If she could have, she would have ran
away. As it was, she was too weak to even crawl away. She was at the mercy of
the evil being standing by her side. Then there was a third fatal kick. She
could feel it as it coursed through her body. She mentally screamed, no! But
nothing helped. It felt like jolts of electricity going through her body,
waking her up. Yet it wasn’t electricity. Electricity would have been welcomed.
It was something much deadlier than that. She had been filled with hope. That
dreadful, insidious feeling that all would somehow be well.


She had worked tirelessly to kill
that in herself, in order to just give up. Now it was back. Her body had
finally stopped shaking, so she slowly made her way to her hands and knees and
started crawling towards the exit. All had been lost. She could lay here for
months, but she would not die. Hope had a price. It was not free, but no one,
except her seemed to realize it. She cried, but no tears fell. She had no more liquid
left in her body. She made it out the door just before she passed out.


Taraja opened her eyes to see a
blonde nurse looking at her.


“Welcome back, Tiger.” The nurse
greeted her with a smile. “I know that’s not your name, but we had to call you
something. So we voted. It was between Miracle and Tiger. Tiger won.”


Staring back at the nurse, she
just waited. The questions would come, she was sure. How had she gotten to a
hospital, she wondered? Why was she so weak? This had never happened to her
before.


“You know we thought we were
going to lose you. You were so dehydrated. In fact, the doctors were sure you
were dead when you came in. I heard them say it was impossible for you to be
alive.”


She just looked at the nurse and
tried to convey her disinterest with her eyes. The nurse was right, but there
was no way she would tell her. She had laid on that rat infested floor for
three weeks. She should be dead. They would call her a medical miracle and want
to study her. She would have to get out of here quickly. Why was she so tired?
She had always recovered quickly. Had she almost succeeded this time? Now that
was worth thinking about.


“So what is your name? I guess I
can’t keep calling you Tiger now.” The perky blonde nurse smiled at her again.


She opened her parched lips to
speak, but nothing came out.


“Oh I bet your throat is dry and
sore. Let me get you some water. She quickly left the room and came back with
some room temperature water. Using a straw she put it to Taraja’s lips.


“Personally, I was hoping your
name was Toni with an I. That way I could keep calling you Toni the Tiger.”


Taraja closed her eyes and shut
the nurse out.


“I guess it’s too soon for jokes.
Just rest. The doctors will be in shortly to see you.”


Hearing the door close, she tried
to get up to leave, but fell asleep instead.


“Wake up miracle.”


The sound of a masculine voice
intruded on her dreams of terror. The sound was beautiful, almost lyrical. For
a moment she thought she had died. Maybe she had gone to heaven instead of the
hell that she thought was waiting for her. Opening her eyes, she looked into a
beautiful pair of greens ones. Eyes that were way too close.


“How’s that for no personal
space?” He said with soft laughter as he backed off. “Sorry about that. I was
in here earlier and you were asleep, so I decided to come back later. You guessed
it. It’s now later.”


“I bet the nurse told you that
everyone was calling you Tiger. They are, everyone except for myself. Miracle
just seems to fit you. My name is Dr. Charles, Paul Charles. Do you remember
your name?”


She frowned at him. Why couldn’t
she remember her name?


“If you don’t remember, it’s ok.
You suffered from almost total dehydration. Even now it’s hard for me to
believe you’re alive.”


She wanted to keep him talking. That
was never a good sign. Maybe he would just go away if she closed her eyes.


“Miracle.” He said in a sharp
tone. “You’re allowed to say yes or no, but you’re not allowed to shut me out.”


She could feel herself swelling
up with righteous anger. Who was he to tell her what she could or could not do?
Ever since she was little, people always did what she wanted, except her mother
of course. Although she refused to think about her.


“You want to tell me to go away?
Then I guess you will have to speak. Let’s start with your name.”


Opening her mouth she tried to
make a sound, but nothing came out.


“Let’s get some more water into
that throat of yours.” He quickly got a cup and a spoon. “I am going to spoon
feed you this. It will be easier for you.”


She opened her mouth and he put
small amounts of water in, letting her take her time to swallow.


“Now I am going to use some of
this spray on your throat. It will numb it some. It will also taste nasty.”
Tilting her chin he sprayed it after she opened up. He laughed at the
expression she made. “I told you it would taste nasty.”


“Let’s try this again. What’s
your name?”


Pursing her lips to be able to
get sound; she managed to form one syllable. “Ta.”


“Ta?”


She nodded then added, “ra.” 


“Tabitha? Tamera? Taylor?”
Savagely she shook her head.


Glaring at him she tried again.
“Ja.” This came out just a little easier. For that she was grateful.


“Hmmm Ta and Ra and Ja. I wonder
if that could be a name.” He smiled and winked at her as he gave her a puzzled
look. “Finally he shrugged. The best I can come up with is Taraja. Is that your
name?” She didn’t want to, she really didn’t, but before she could catch
herself she was smiling at him and nodding yes. “Well hello Taraja. I am Dr.
Paul Charles. It is nice to meet you.”


He held out his hand and she
raised hers, happy to see she had more energy than earlier. Just touching his
hand sparked something in her. Quickly she dropped it. She would not hope. She
had almost died. She was sure of it. She needed to get away so she could do it
again.


“Taraja, would you like to tell
me what happened to you?” Immediately she started to close her eyes. “Taraja,
remember we agreed no eye closing. A simple yes or no will do.”


“No.” She would have tried to
shout the word, but that would mean she felt something. She refused to feel
anything. Some water would be nice though. Her eyes flicked to the cup for just
a moment.


“How rude of me. Of course you
want more water. Let’s try the straw this time.”  Opening a straw, he inserted
it in the water and held it for her to sip from.


Sipping from the straw, she
studied him from under her eyelashes. He wasn’t that remarkable. He was at
least six feet tall, black hair and clean shaven with thick eyelashes to go
with his beautiful eyes. He looked like he weighed about two hundred pounds,
and he had the face of an angel. Ok, so he was remarkable, but she shouldn’t
care. She had never cared in the past. 


“I think we should try and get
some food in you. I am going to order you a soft meal. Something that will be
easy to swallow. Don’t worry if you can’t get it all down.”


Pushing herself up in the bed,
she knew she needed to get out of there soon. Already she was getting lost in
his eyes and his melodic voice. 


“I need to go, maybe to a free
clinic.” She said very slowly and tentatively, as if she was unsure the words
would come out.


“You can’t leave. You’re in no
condition to go.”


“How will I pay for this?” She
could care less about the money, but she was sure they would find her soon. If
they didn’t, then her mother surely would.


“You can talk to the financial
staff when you’re better. They will help you make arrangements. Until you are
given a clean bill of health, you will be here. So lay down and let me get that
order put in for you.”


He left the room before she even
nodded her head yes. She knew it was the wrong decision. She should run, but
she was tired of it. She had been running for years. Laying back, she wondered
if death would find her this night. Would the blonde perky nurse or the doctor
with the green eyes pay for her tiredness?


Once again someone came into the
room. She expected it to be someone with a tray from the kitchen.


“Looks like I am back.” She
turned her head to see Dr. Charles holding a tray. “I don’t usually make house
calls, but for some reason I can’t seem to get too far from your side. That
sounds bad.”


Walking over he brought the tray
and set it up. “Let’s get you fed and then I will be out of your hair for the
night.” Giving her the standard I am friendly smile, he sat on the edge of the
bed and began to unveil the food.


“In this corner we have chicken
noodle soup, the favorite of sick people far and wide. Then we have soft
vanilla ice cream. For your drinking pleasure, we have grape juice, apple juice
and the ever ready stand by, a cup of coffee. Open up.”


He slowly helped her to eat as
she asked herself the standard questions. Why is he here? Why do I want him
around? Almost dying must have knocked a screw loose. Obediently she ate until
she felt it, that dark drowning feeling of fear. The one that licked at her
nonexistent soul and told her that hope was for children and only children. 


“You have to go. You have to go
now,” she said in an urgent voice trying not to shake.


“What’s wrong? What has gotten
into you?” He pulled out his stethoscope. “Your heart rate is elevated and your
pulse is up.”


She jerked away from him. “We
don’t have time for this. You have to get out of this room. Get out of the
hospital. Drive as fast as you can and maybe it won’t find you.”


“What won’t find me?”


“Something you can’t see, but it
can see you. It will kill you and you will never know why.” The temperature
dropped dramatically and a chill filled her. “It’s too late.”


Stepping into the room was a
monster straight out of her dreams. At first it looked beautiful like Adonis
come to life. Then it let the illusion drop and there stood a figure darker
than the darkest shadows. It was not a color. To call it black would be unfair
to the color. It was just evil and so very dark that it simply reflected no
light. It slowly opened its black wings and then showed its teeth. Teeth that
looked like steel picks. The end had come for one of them. 











Chapter
Two


 


 


 


 


“What is that?” Paul said in a
voice that didn’t believe he was seeing what was in front of him.


“You can see it? 


“Of course I can see it.” He was
still talking like it was an illusion.


Taraja would have done the happy
dance around the room if it had not been there. Her personal life size doll of
evil incarnate. Who needed Lucifer when this was chasing you?


“The human can see me. This will
make it a lot more fun.” Raising its hand, it shot a bolt of lightning out of
its hands into Dr. Charles’ chest cavity. Taraja screamed as she watched him
die. 


Why was he still alive? She
stopped screaming. “Why are you still alive?”


Almost faster than she could
track, he shot another bolt of lightning at Dr. Charles. Again it simply
fizzled out. He turned and shot a third bolt at the window and all the glass
shattered.


“Taraja.” He said with a mocking
smile and a tusking sound. “You naughty girl. You went and found yourself a
shield. It’s too little, too late. We will still win. It really would have been
easier if you had just died.”


“I know that.” She mumbled realizing
she was holding a conversation with her enemy. “We are not friends and today
you’re not winning, so just leave.”


The door opened and the blonde
nurse from earlier walked in. She was not looking as perky and must be pulling
a double shift. Taraja knew immediately she was dead. Without thinking, she
gathered her slowly recovering strength and jumped in front of her knocking her
down. She took the full impact of the blast that was aimed at the nurse.


With grim determination, she
canted a series of words that she wasn’t sure she understood and watched as her
personal nightmare was pulled away. It threatened to find her soon, so they
could finish what they started. She collapsed to the floor, while Dr. Charles
escorted the nurse out with instructions to stay out of the room.


He picked her up and laid her
down on the bed.


“I know you’re awake and I think
you owe me an explanation.”


“An explanation? You should be
dead. How about explaining that one.” This was way too much for her, especially
when all she wanted to do was be put out of her misery.


“Taraja.”


“Look, I don’t have time to
explain things to you. I have to get out of here.” She sat up and tried to move
to the edge.


“Look at you. Where can you go
like that? You can’t even make it out of the bed you’re so weak.”


“Don’t you think I know that?”
She screamed in frustration. “Would you like me to just lay back down? That
thing you saw, it will be back, looking for me. If you or your friends or your
pretty little hospital get in its way, it will simply flatten you all. Nothing
will stop it or its friends from coming for me, so should I stay here and watch
everyone die?”


He was pacing the room, running
his hands through his thick hair. Although it shouldn’t matter, she wanted to
touch it. She wanted to be the one running her hands through it and if she
wasn’t sure that something was wrong with her before this confirmed it. She
never wanted to take time with a man. She was too busy trying to kill herself.
A girl had to have priorities right?


“Just stay here and wait.” He
glared at her before leaving.


There was no way she was going to
sit there like an obedient dog and wait for him. Oh no, he had the wrong girl.
Making her mind up, she scooted slowly to the side of the bed and got up. Well
at least she tried to get up. Now she was lying on the floor, because her
shaking legs decided not to hold her up. Sighing, she wondered if she could
escape by crawling out the door. Taking her time, she finally managed to get to
her feet. She had used her little bit of strength when she saved the perky
blonde. She grimaced at herself. When had she gone into the lifesaving
business? The blonde lives and I die? That sounded good, but nothing good had
happened yet, except of course for a pair of beautiful green eyes. Giving
herself a mental slap, she stumbled to the closet. Opening it up, she was met
by emptiness.


“Didn’t I tell you not to move?”
Good thing she was hanging onto the closet door or she would have been on her
behind again. There was something about his voice that made her already weak
knees weaker.


Walking over to her he picked her
up and brought her back to the bed. “Your clothes were destroyed. They were
beyond saving. They were treated like they were contaminated just as a precautionary
measure.” Stepping back he grabbed some clothes on the bed and held them up for
her inspection. “So I borrowed these for you.” There was a pair of scrubs, top
and bottom and what looked like a tank top.


“Who did you ask, your
girlfriend? I am really not into charity.” Her eyes got wide when she realized
he was standing there silently laughing at her.


“I borrowed them from my sister
and to answer your question, I am single.”


“I didn’t ask you about your
status. I don’t care.” She sounded like a sulking child and knew it. He was
messing with her equilibrium and under the circumstances that just was not
nice.


“If we are leaving, then you will
have to change. Do you need help?”


“As if.” Did he think she was
going to let him see her naked? She was going to let him see her naked if she
wanted to get into those clothes. “I could use some help.” If he laughed at her,
she would make him pay. Later.


Without cracking a smile, he
helped her change, using every trick he had ever learned as a doctor. Doctors
were not supposed to be turned on by curvy patients with fire in their eyes and
a death wish. Ok, so he was failing miserably at the not being turned on, but
this was not the place to make her sweat.


“There. That’s not a bad fit.”
Paul said giving her a casual once over.


“They’re scrubs, but yeah they’re
not too bad.” The cami had been the perfect solution. They kept her girls from
flying away, she needed all the control she could get right now. “My hair is a
mess though.” He grabbed a brush from the bed and started brushing her hair.


He’s brushing my hair. She rubbed
at her eyes, because something had flown into them. This had to stop. She was
leaving not just this room, but this world. She couldn’t take it anymore. She
had tried and cried and kicked and done everything possible, but no understood
her pain. She just wanted out. It was unfair that he came into her life when
she was just ready for it to be over.


“That’s better, although it needs
washed etcetera. I think we will make it out the door.” He continued to touch
her hair.


“We?” He was definitely not
invited.


“Definitely we. Come on.” Helping
her get up, he put his arm around her like they were best friends or lovers and
led her to the door. “There’s a change in shift happening right now, so
everyone is giving updates on their patients. I want to get us out before they
get here. In case we are stopped, just follow my lead.”


The corridor was empty and it was
now or never. He led her out on shaky legs, still holding her close to his
body. He was keeping her from falling, but she refused to think about that.
First things first. The elevator was almost within reach. The perky blonde and
another nurse stepped out from a corridor by the elevator.


“Dr. Charles.” The other nurse raised
her hand in greeting moving in their direction. “I didn’t expect to see you
tonight.”


She had dark hair and was fair
complexioned. Taraja was sure she wanted to do more than see him. Sighing, she
thought maybe she was being unfair, thinking the nurse wanted to see him,
without his shirt and pants. Nope. She wasn’t being unfair at all.


“I stayed late wrapping something
up.”


“Sorry you had to stay late, but
it is always a pleasure to see you. Who is this?”


“This is Tara, my girlfriend. She
got tired of waiting and decided to come collect me.” He gave Tara a look of
love then dropped a kiss on her lips. “She thinks I work too much.”


“Oh.” She gave Tara a decidedly
unfriendly look. “I didn’t know you had a girlfriend.”


“I try to keep my work and personal
life separate.”


She turned to the perky blonde.
“Did you know?”


She smiled “I just caught rumor
of it today, but you know how the residents like to spread gossip. You never
know what’s true or not.


She wasn’t going to blow their
cover. Taraja had just been standing there waiting for the perky blonde to give
her away. She had almost felt bad about saving the nurse’s life when she
covered for them. Taraja had no idea why, but she almost wanted to believe in
the goodness of mankind again, almost.


“It’s getting late. We should go.
I thought you were leaving?” This was directed to the perky blonde.


“I am going to grab my purse and
take off.”


“Good. Take a vacation. Come back
in a week.” Then with both the nurses gasping he led Tara to the elevator and
got in.


“You know. They are going to know
you helped me escape.” She said as they exited the hospital.


“You weren’t a prisoner, Taraja.
So you left without your discharge papers. It will be ok. Besides, being a
doctor in America is overrated. I can always practice in a third world
country.” He gave her a smile that almost knocked her down. Good thing she was
sitting now.


“I will go get my car and come
back for you, it is parked down the street. Will you be sitting here or will I
have to go looking for you?” She shrugged her shoulders and looked him in the
eyes. “Let’s put it like this. If you’re not here when I get back, if you move
a muscle I promise to spank your very appealing bottom later.” With that he
walked off. His long strides eating up ground quickly.


He had just threatened to spank
her. She got up off the bench and started making her way down the drive in
front of the hospital to the curb. She knew this area of Shadyside well and
across the street was a restaurant. She didn’t have any money, but she needed
to eat and recoup her strength, so it was scraps out of the trash for her. Not
like something in the trash was going to be the death of her. Now she just
needed the darn light to turn before he got back here.


“You decided to wait on the curb
for me.” He said after he pulled up. “That was so sweet of you.” Getting out of
the car he helped her in. “Unfortunately for you and happily for me, there is a
spanking in your near future.” With those words he took off.


“Where are you taking me?” She
refused to acknowledge his words or to squirm like a little girl who had gotten
caught red handed.


“I don’t know. Your place or mine?”


“No and no. They will find us at
either location. They can track me. You should just leave me on the street and
get as far away as possible.”


“No. Don’t ask me why, because I
don’t have an answer for you. All I know is I am not leaving you alone. So we
need someplace to lay low.”


“I know a place.” She said, not
sounding too happy. “You will not like it though.” This time she sounded much
happier. We need to get supplies first if we go there and you have to pay. No
credit card,” she said pulling her scrub pockets out and picking at the
imaginary lint.


Sighing he pulled into the
parking lot of Target. “I knew you wanted me for my money.” This time she
laughed.


They walked around Target with
Paul pushing the cart and Tara throwing what she wanted in.


“Cleaning supplies?”


 “We’re going to need them, take
my word for it. Grab some snacks. Lots of snacks.”


They loaded up on supplies and
snacks then grabbed a cup of coffee from Starbuck’s before getting back into
the car.


“Where to now?”


“Food?” She looked at him with a
hopeful eye. If he said chicken noodle soup she may have to try and escape
again.


“Boston Market?” She gave him a
nod and a happy smile then closed her eyes. They hit the drive through and soon
she was directing him to the Southside. 


“You like to get around the city
I see.”


“Well it’s not like it’s very
big.  There are some warehouses over here that are abandoned. That’s where I
was when I was found. I laid in that warehouse for three weeks, but that thing
never found me.”


“That’s impossible.”


“Excuse me?”


“Taraja, that’s impossible. No
one can survive without water for three weeks.”


“Just Tara. No human can, but I
did. So the logical conclusion is that I am not human.”


“You’re human. I looked at all
your tests you’re very human.” He waited, but got no response. So he changed
the subject. “Why just Tara?”


“It’s just what I like to be
called.” She wasn’t sure why she had told him her official name anyway. She
changed the subject to what really mattered. “That’s impossible. I am not
human.” She stressed every word. How dare he try to take away from her the one
thing she had held onto all these years.


“Ok, you’re an alien that looks
human and appears human on all the scans. Wait you’re a super human. I know, we
will call you human 2.0.”


“You’re laughing, but I am
serious. I laid on that floor for three weeks without food or water. Please
explain that.”


“I don’t have an explanation, but
I am sure we will find one. I really don’t care what you are, but Tara you’re
human. I know human when I see it on the outside and on the inside.”


Sighing she nodded her head.
Maybe it was time to get to the bottom of what was going on. In the space of a
couple of days her life had been turned upside down. Now she was human. She
always believed she was a freak or the embarrassment of some alien culture and
they had abandoned her here as a child. Some type of extreme punishment. If she
was human, then this really made no sense. Ok yeah, like her alien theory made
sense.


“Well, they always said there’s
no place like home. Thanks for bringing me home and on our first date too.”


“This is not my home and we are
not on a date.” The coffee had helped some. She wasn’t as shaky anymore. It had
to be the sugar and caffeine she thought as she got out of the car, on her own
this time.


“I just want to warn you, it’s
not pretty in there. Lots of rats and insects and other things that may not be
of this world.”


“Well as long as I have you to
protect me.” He grabbed the cleaning supplies and she grabbed the snacks and
dinner.


The warehouse was old. In fact,
it felt ancient, which made no sense. Some of the windows were busted and it
looked as if no one had been in it for years. They walked to the door that had
a busted chain on it. Removing it, Tara pushed open the door that surprisingly
did not creak or offer any resistance.


She looked to the corner where
the old drunk was still laying. He had to be dead, poor old man. One minute he
was totally still and the next he was standing up. She screamed not having been
prepared for that one.


“It’s about time you got back
here.”











Chapter
Three


 


 


 


 


He was no longer a poor dead
drunk or stiff on the floor. His five foot nothing stature changed and he grew
to around six feet with glorious wings on his back. Black wings. Turning she
tried to run, but nothing happened.


“Oh no you don’t. I have not laid
on that floor for weeks in that smelly body watching over you for you to run
head long into danger.”


“Watching over me?” She had finally
regained control of her body, not that that was saying much. She had also
regained control over her mind and remembered she had to protect the good
doctor too. She just hadn’t expected two legged rats. 


“That’s a pretty image. Why don’t
you drop the glamour so we can see what you really look like?” It really was a
gorgeous image, although she wasn’t going to let him know. Besides, she liked
the doctor’s looks better.


“No glamour. What you see is what
you get. Good, cleaning supplies. This place is a mess, but I am not inclined
to sweat over a mop or broom. I will clean this place up and get rid of the
varmint if you ask nicely.”


She was in a room with a crazy
man. She looked at the doctor who was taking this all in stride. Make that two
crazy men.


“Tara, ask the man nicely.” 


“Paul,” she said in a voice
people used on small children who were being unreasonable. “That is a bad guy. A
bad guy who is crazy. We need to run.”


“Tara.” He said with a grin,
trying to keep from laughing. “I know that bad man minus the wings and he’s
really rather nice once you get to know him.”


“Hey, I resent the nice part. I
am not nice and I am still waiting Tara.”


Looking back and forth between
the two of them, she decided to put her death wish on the back shelf and to
play nice with the crazy men. She could always die after she got out of this
mess alive.


“Please Mr. Crazy man with the
black wings, clean up my new home.” Ok so she didn’t know how to play nice, shoot
her.


With a wicked laugh he said, “Now
was that hard?” He lifted a hand and flicked his fingers. A wind went through
the place. A warm wind. When it stopped, the place was immaculate cleaner than
it had probably ever been.


“Furniture?”


“Do you like laying on the floor
better?”


“No. I just wasn’t expecting it.”
So just because your wings are black didn’t mean you were bad? The rules were
changing and she had no idea what was happening. 


“Guess you wouldn’t want to
explain the wings? Thanks for the furniture and cleaning. Cleaning is not my
thing.”


“Tara, I would tell you to act
more like Paul, but I know him too well. When he starts acting real sweet,
that’s a sign he’s planning something. You can say thank you later for that bit
of knowledge. Why don’t we all sit? Is that food I smell?”


“My name is Charon,” He said in
between the bites of food he had convinced them to share. “I have known you
both since the day you were born. If I told you that I was your guardian angel,
would that make you feel better? No? What about your fairy godfather? Not
buying that either?” He sat in silence just eating as they watched him.


Sighing, he stood and flexed his
wings. “Well, let’s try the truth then. Your planet has been on the endangered
species list for a long time. You’re a danger to us and we are a danger to you.
They say no planet can be contacted before they are ready, but at the rate you
were going you were never going to be ready. Then something happened. Humans
started being born who were more than human.  In case you’re wondering, that
would be you two. No, you’re not the only ones, but right now you’re the most
important ones.”


“Tara, where are you going?” Paul
asked. She had stood up and was heading for the door.


“I am going to play in traffic so
I can just die. This way I don’t have to listen to things that don’t exist tell
me lies.” Turning around she headed for the door.


Catching up to her, Paul just
stood in front of her. “Tara, I am just a new player here so I am trying to
catch up. Here’s what I know so far. The other being tried to kill us. Talking
was not on its agenda. I also know that Charon has saved my life a time or two.
Let’s just talk this out. If you want to leave after that, I will take you
anywhere you want to go.”


Nodding she walked back over to
the couch and sat.


“I haven’t know Tara long, but I
already have a deep respect for what she feels. So maybe you should tell us the
whole story fast.”


“Humans are so impatient and
that’s only one of your flaws.” He sighed. “There are worlds out there just
beyond your scope of reaching them. There are many planets out there like this one
that are under endangered species limits. One of the signs we look for that lets
us know a world may be ready to join the intergalactic community is when the
population begins to change. They begin to become more. Your world still has
thousands of years before that should happen and yet before me stand a shield
and a doorway.”


“The demon who attacked us in the
hospital called you a shield.” Tara had turned to look at Paul doing her best
to ignore Charon. 


“The correct name for them are
Demos. They do not look like your idea of demons, but they love to use glamour
to change their appearance.”


“Are you one of them?” She
finally turned her ahead to acknowledge Charon again.


He smiled that wicked smile which
would have been sexy if she had not met Paul first.


“No, I am not. Many different
people have wings. My race simply shares that trait with them. We had thought
you might develop wings, but that seems unlikely now.”


“So I am a shield? Does this mean
I should give up being a doctor and hire myself out as a bodyguard?”


Tara was impressed. Between her
glare and Charon’s she really thought Paul would end up on the floor like a
burnt piece of bacon. Instead, he just sat there looking proud of himself.


“What’s a doorway?”


“Now that’s the real question.
You already saw Paul in action, although his talents are still growing, but you
have no idea what you can do. A doorway is just what you think it is. It’s an
entryway into another place or in your case another planet. When you master it,
you will be able to use it on your world also. Remember, there is always more
than one way to get somewhere. Your world wants to explore outer space, so they
create ships with the ability to go faster than the speed of sound.”


He decided to sit. “I want to
explore a different planet, I take a doorway.”


Standing Charon walked over to Tara.
“Let’s take your abilities for a stroll.” Grabbing her hand he pulled her up
from the couch. “There’s no right or wrong way to open a door, but I have
learned that everyone seems to have their own rituals when doing it. It’s like
driving. Some people hate the radio while others blast it, some wear sunglasses
while others prefer the visor. No right or wrong way, but what makes you
comfortable is very important when getting it done”


Tara threw Paul a look that said,
I kept the hospital in one piece the least you could do is help me with the
tall crazy alien. Seeing his look of helplessness she decided to tackle it on
her own. “How about I figure what rituals I prefer and get back to you later?”


“Paul take her hand, we are going
to need a shield.” He waited until Paul moved closer and held her hand firmly. Tara,
some of your favorite retreats are on other worlds. I would take you there, but
you would never believe it’s not your mind playing tricks. Instead, I will take
you some place that will amaze you.” Taking her hand he literally reached out
and grabbed at space as if it were a doorknob and twisted. Pulling back, a
scene appeared as if a door had been opened.


Tara and Paul gasped at what was
before them. There was a big expanse of water. It had to be an ocean, but not
the surface of an ocean. It was the bottom or maybe even the middle. Large
forms swam. They were dolphin like, but not quite. There were lots of smaller
fish swimming around, but that’s not what had them gasping. There were humanoid
forms swimming in the water. They had on very little of what would pass as
clothing and they were not going to the surface for air. Charon tugged at them
and the door closed. They were in the water and they were wet.


“How can we breathe?” Tara’s
voice came out panicked as she felt the water surround her.


“Charon what’s happening here?”
Paul echoed her trying to keep his voice firm and steady.


“This is an open world. They
encourage visitors. Their whole planet is under water. There is no surface
land. It is argued that at one point there was, but the inhabitants of this
planet deny that. They breathe the air in the water and as you can see are
humanoid in shape.”


 There was a large group of
children playing tag with some of the other fish as if they were pets. Their
laughter was contagious. They would tap one and then swim in different
directions taunting it with you can’t catch me. Tara found herself lost in the
joy of just being. It reminded her of sitting at the playground and just
listening to the joy of life. Fighting the urge to grab her chest as she felt
pain stake her, she ignored the kids and swam, not wanting to be left behind.
After passing couples and parents and what she was sure were grandparents,
Charon finally stopped.


“My friend Lia lives here.” He
walked up and touched what looked like a large rock and a sound that vibrated
the water could be heard. “I hope she is home.”


What looked like a shimmering
curtain was pulled back and they were greeted by a humanoid resembling a
female. She was tall, maybe six feet, with eyes a shade of color Tara had never
seen before. They were a pale yet shimmering almost blue color. Sea blue being
the closest she could come to the color. She had a small chest and two arms,
but her legs were different. She had two of them, but they seemed to sway in
the water.


“Charon.” She screamed happily
and then threw herself at him.


“Lia, it’s nice to see you again.
Sorry to come unannounced, but as you can see, I have a door and a shield with
me. They needed proof of what they are.”


“Charon you are always welcome.
Come in.”


“The door is Tara and the shield
is Paul.” He said, pointing them out before moving into the structure behind
Lia.


“This is where I live.” She
pointed out what looked like a series of caves. “From the looks of you, I am
guessing you are humans. That is interesting, since you’re on the endangered
species list.  This is what you would call a house.”


“How did you guess we were
humans? I mean just because we are on the list does not tell you what we look
like.” Tara asked as she examined the room.


The room was bigger than she
expected. She had to stop short of calling it a cave.  The walls were decorated
in a form of artwork she had never seen before. The furniture was made of out a
combination of plants and another hard looking material. The seat and the back
looked as comfortable as the new sofa Charon had provided for them. As much as
she hated to admit it, this was not earth.


“Please have a seat.” Lia sat on
one of the comfortable chairs and indicated for them to sit. Following her lead
they sat. “Any world that makes it onto to the endangered species list is
studied. So we are given pictures of the different inhabitants in case we come
across them. Although you are humanoid, there is just something about you that
screams savage.” 


“Lia’s right. Although the galaxy
is big, you will not be able to hide in it. Unlike some races that are so
similar that telling them apart can be hard, humans seem to stick out.”


“Charon, how can Paul and I be
here?” He lifted his head and looked at Paul.


“Tara, I think it’s because I am
here. I know that makes no sense, but I feel like I am keeping us safe.”


“Very good Paul. When Tara
activated that door with a push from me. You came online sort of speaking. Now
every time she opens a door and you are there, your gifting will be activated
without having to think of it. A door and a shield were always meant to work
together.”


“That’s why, although I can tell
the water is cold, I don’t feel the cold?”


“Yes, Paul’s shield is providing
whatever you need. So not only do you not feel the cold, but you can breathe
like you are a native here. As his shield grows, he will be able to do much
more.”


“Why did you bring us here?” Paul
asked curiosity lacing his voice.


“When I promised you something
that would amaze you, Tara decided what it was she wanted to see. What would
make her believe me? It was this and then she opened the door to where she
wanted to go. Lesson number one: a Door can go anywhere they want to.” 


“Lia we have time for a brief
tour. Would you lead?”
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“Exactly what do you expect us to
do?”


They had gone to the water planet
yesterday. As hard as it was for her to believe, there was no way that could
have been faked. She had seen the children and had even been given a chance to
play a game of tag with them. Lia had pointed out the plant life as well as the
variety of fish not seen on Earth. They had met her friends and even been given
a tour of her home. When Charon had brought them back, they had collapsed on
the couches he had provided and slept the night and most of the next day
through.


“I don’t expect you to do
anything, Tara. Ok maybe I expect you to eat since you slept for so long.”


 He sat on the couch with two
plates of food across from him. He had pulled it out of the air the same way he
had pulled the furniture out. Now that’s the kind of power she wanted. It would
be more useful than opening doors to other planets. She had never wanted to be
an astronaut, but she had dreamed of being Uhura as she watched old reruns of
Star Trek. Come to think of it, the new Uhura was kick butt and she got Spock.
Maybe she should start looking for her own spaceman.


“Tara, let’s eat. The two of you
can have a staring contest after we are done.” Paul sat down and started to eat
followed by her.


After eating everything on her
plate, she eyed Charon again and waited. “It’s time for me to go.” Paul said
standing as he looked at his watch. “My shift starts soon.”


“No.” Tara and Charon said at the
same time. Tara shouted hers in panic, while Charon said his with authority.


“You can’t go back there, Paul.”
Charon’s voice was matter of fact.


“Of course I can go back. I work
there.”


“You’re right. You can go back,
because that’s where they are looking for you. Why don’t you go back there and
see if your shield will hold up under the attack of three Demos.” Charon tried
to hide his growing impatience as he patiently explained the facts to Paul.


“Why would they be looking for
me?”


“Because you were with her.” He
said pointing at Tara. “Now you are a marked man. There’s a bounty on your
head.”


“How do you know this?” Paul
queried.


“Some of us did not sleep all
day.”


“So you think we can stay here
forever and be a happy little family of three?” Charon frowned and shivered
when Tara said that. “Or do you think we will just go exploring and never come
back?”


“No, I don’t expect you to hide
out here forever. I simply don’t expect you to admit defeat and walk to your
doom either. If either of you go back there, you will be dead. If one of you dies
let’s just say the other is not too far behind.”


“I don’t understand. They want to
kill me because I am a door? That’s ridiculous. If they kill me, what’s to
prevent someone else from being born a door? Will they kill them too? Why did
they not go after Paul before he ever worked at the hospital, since he was a
shield?” She was ignoring the part about if one died the other would. Why?
Because she was still convinced Charon was slightly off his rocker.


“They do not want to kill you,
because you’re a door. There are thousands of doors on your planet right now.
There is always a shield for a door. Sometimes more than one shield. Your
planet is developing nicely as far as that goes.”


“Then why me?”


“Because you’re more than a
door.”


That caught her attention. What
could be going on that she knew nothing about? In the back of her mind she
could hear her mother’s voice whispering something to her. No matter how she
tried she couldn’t increase the volume on that whisper.


“What am I?”


“Now there’s the real question.
When you discover the answer let me know.”


She advanced on him, directing
all her anger and frustration on one target. She was going to have black wing
angel soup tonight. Paul caught her around the mid-section and lifted her off
the floor as she kicked and flailed her arms.


“He will not always be here to
protect you.” Charon almost fell on his butt he laughed so hard.


“That’s what I love about you
humans you’re so entertaining.”


“Let’s go for a drive.” Paul said
putting her down away from Charon. “You can call me off in the car.”


With one last glare at Charon she
turned and headed for the door.


“Kiddies,” Charon called after
them. “Stop in the Tea room on Penn avenue.” Your second lesson is waiting for
you there. He said before they were out of range.


‘Hi may I speak to Dr. Michaels?”


“Speaking.” The deep voice on the
other end of the phone managed to get her attention for a minute.


“I am calling to say Dr. Paul
Charles will not be in for his shift tonight.”


“Why isn’t Paul calling?”


“He’s under the weather and just
woke up enough to have me call him off. He wanted to come in tonight, but I
think he has something that is catchy and I wouldn’t want him to pass it
around.”


“Have him call in later when he feels
better.”


“Will do. You have a good night.”


“Btw, tell him I am glad he found
a woman, but I never realized it was catchy.” He hung up on her with a laugh.


“Did you hear that?”


“I did. I never realized it was
catchy either.” They are laughing at me. She tried to be mad, but a smile tried
to creep onto her lips.


“You realize this is not funny.
What if they came back for you and killed innocent people. That would be
catchy.”


“I totally agree with you. It is
never funny when death is catchy.”


Turning in her seat she glared at
him and put her arms over her chest. She burst out laughing catching herself by
surprise. “I guess you don’t say catchy in the medical field?”


“No Miracle, we do not say catchy,
but if you keep smiling like that I will start a campaign to change that fact.”


She sat back with a silly grin on
her face, reminding herself that she did not like him. Heck, she didn’t like
anyone including that pompous fool Charon. She should have been dead by now.
She had tried hard enough. She even managed to ignore that voice in the back of
her head that said then she would have not met the hot Dr. Paul.


“Where are we going?”
Conversation was better than listening to her oh so reasonable voice. Who had
let that voice out of her sound proof cell anyway?


“Nowhere really. I just thought a
drive would make things better.” Closing her eyes she nodded. Getting out was a
good decision.


“Tara, have you met any aliens
that are good?”


“Yes, I have met some. At the
time I refused to believe they were aliens. In fact I thought I was losing my
mind.”


“Tell me about some of them.”


“There’s this race with a name I
can’t pronounce, so I call them the rocks. They look more like big boulders. It
seems impossible for them to be intelligent, but they are. I stumbled onto
their world one day when I was looking for escape. It may have saved my sanity,
even as I was questioning it.”


“One day you will have to take me
there.” He pulled up to the curb and stopped with a sigh.


“Where are we?”


“The Tea Room.”


“Why did you come here?”


“Seems I did not have a choice. I
would say I was compelled to come, but that’s not right. There was simply no
choice. No matter what I did I could not change our course. So I went with it.”


“You think someone wants to kill
us?”


“Well, trouble does seem to follow
you. Come on, let’s go fight for our lives.”


The Tea Room sat on a very
popular street, although that street was deserted for some reason. It was a
simple and unassuming store front painted in pink. The sign was white with pink
swirls in the corner. There was a five star rating in the corner of the window,
stating it was safe to eat there. They walked in and saw that there were
several booths and a door to the kitchen. The other door seemed to be to the
unisex bathroom. The walls were dingy and the booths had seen better days, but
the place seemed to be clean.


A woman stuck her head out from
the kitchen. “Take a seat. I will be with you soon.”


“Pick a booth.” He smiled at her
as she picked one against the wall. “Why didn’t you pick the one closest to the
door?”


“I thought about it. I figured if
I could pop in anywhere, I would make sure the door was cut off. Then I would
have my friends pop in behind the poor unsuspecting human. With our backs
against the wall, we have a better chance of fighting our way out.”


“Good strategy.” 


The waitress came out and handed
them some menus.


“Can I bring you something to
drink while you look at the menus?” The waitress asked with a smile.


“I just want a cup of tea.” She
tried to hand the menu back.


“I insist you look at the menu.”
This time the waitress’s voice was not friendly.


“You think she doesn’t get any
business or is she just that rude?”


“I think you have to look at the
menu.” She looked up to see Paul’s head stuck in the menu. Reluctantly she
opened it.


This was definitely not a menu
meant for the normal human. It was filled with specials. There was the special
for the door. The special for the shield as well as specials for other things
that seemed interesting. What caught her attention was the specials for the Demos
of destruction.


“We are neutral. We cater both to
the good and the bad. We take no sides. We simply watch.”  The waitress came
back into the room looking as if she had never left.


Tara took her time looking the
waitress over. On first inspection, she looked human. She was about five foot nothing
with slightly slanted eyes and straight black hair. She looked oriental in
origin, until you looked at her eyes. They were brown, but they seemed to go on
forever. She acted as if the human skin she wore was a disguise, not a good one,
but a disguise none the less.


“You should order fast. Order
now.” The waitress’s voice had turned urgent and demanding.


“I will have a gatekeeper with a
healthy portion of doorway with the Saturday surprise.” The more she talked the
bigger her eyes got.


“I will have the shield combo
with a side of badass. I will chase it with forever.”


The smile on the waitress’s lit
up the room and the dingy walls shimmered for a minute with brightness that made
Tara feel uncomfortable. Two steaming cups of something appeared in her hands.
Her shape had briefly changed as she acquired the cups. The look Tara caught
was definitely not human. 


“Drink now.” Not knowing what
else to do, they drank it down. They choked it down. She would not be recommending
this place to any of her nonexistent friends.


“You must come back again, but
now we are closed.” She ushered them out of the door quickly, turned her sign
to closed and disappeared.


“What the heck just happened?”
She looked at Paul.


“I have no idea. Maybe we
offended her?”


“Offended her! Did you drink that
tea? I thought she was trying to kill us.” There was the sound of laughter
nearby, but it wasn’t pleasant.


“Did you hear that?” This time
she looked at him hoping he would say no.


Shaking his head yes he looked
around for the sound. There were three shapes in front of them and three
behind. The street was still deserted and three of those shapes stood between
them and the car.


“You think they are here for
tea?” There was a cocky half smile on her face. So this was how it all ended,
she thought, maintaining her smile even as she grieved for Paul’s life.


Stepping out of the shadows was
the Demos from the other night. He looked just as scary as the night before.
“Seems the Tea Room is closed, so we will settle for you. The time has come to
permanently end you human.”


“Aren’t you tired of trying to
kill me? You never succeed. I don’t even succeed when I try to take my own life.”
This was really getting old, the wish to die combined with a never decreasing
life force.


“You could just make it easy for
me little human. Lay down and let me separate your head from your shoulders.
That will work.”


Tara and Paul, were back to back
as they watched the Demos inch closer to them. There was no way out and she
knew it. Would they let Paul go free if she surrendered her life? Why did she
even care about what happened to him? He was an innocent in all of this. She
could feel his back pressing against hers, but could not get a sense of what he
was thinking. She could die. That should be a relief. She could finally have
the peace she sought, right? Yet for some reason, the thought of dying was no
longer appealing. She sighed, it was awake and it refused to go peacefully to
the grave. Although she hated to admit it she was in agreement with it.


Closing her eyes for a second she
imagined a deadly weapon that would defeat them. Opening the door way she
grabbed what was there. Closing it she gave one to Paul.


Looking down he sighed. “A
sword?”


She looked in her hand and yes,
there was a sword. It was not even a rapier, more like a broad sword. From the
looks of the blade, it was a dull broad sword. “I called for a deadly weapon
that would stop them.”


“Next time think kill them. Also
think machine guns, AKA’S and other things with more ammo.”


“Aww a lovers quarrel. Too bad
neither will be around to finish it.” They began to advance as one.


One came at Paul as the others
stopped and waited, as if they were going to enjoy a good show. The Demos
raised his hand and produced a lethal looking lightning bolt and flung it at Paul.
He raise that sword and managed to knock it out of the way. Then not knowing
what to do, he brought the sword around and caught the Demos on the arm, when
it moved a little too close to him. It cursed up a storm and jumped back. The
sword in his hand lit up as with fire. That’s when things got serious.


Tara and Paul, were charged. The
bolts of lightning came in fast and furious. Paul seemed to be all over the
place knocking them down while, she worked on getting small cuts on the Demos
while they were focused on him. They kept this up for what felt like hours, but
had to be only long minutes. Swords swinging, knocking bolts out of the air,
while small cuts were being given. The more they fought, the more they realized
no one was winning this battle.


“Looks like no one is dying
tonight.” Her grim smiled screamed I don’t like you.


“You are dying tonight human.”


“Not if you can’t do any better
than that.”


“You’re stronger than you should
be. Were you by chance in the Tea Room?”


“This one with the closed sign on
its door?”


They had stopped battling now. They
were just circling one another. One by one the Demos seemed to take a doorway
and disappear, until only the one from the hospital remained.


“Tara, once again you live. You
say you pray for death, but you fight when it comes for you. Would that be you
or what lives within you?”


“Raimel, you promise death yet
you never deliver. Mayhap you have a soft spot for me?”


He growled like an enraged animal.
“I will kill you yet and whoever has decided to help you.” With one look at her
he disappeared and reappeared behind Paul’s car. I have a present for you. It’s
more of a present for myself.” With one move he pulled the blonde hair perky
nurse up by her arm. Her limp body showed that she was unconscious as well as
tied up. “Wonder what I will do with her?” Then he simply disappeared.


“I bet you want to save her?”
Tara was upset, all she had to do was stay away from the hospital. Why couldn’t
she do that?


“Of course we have to save her.”


She just turned to look at him,
her expression telling him that he was foolish.


“Don’t you want to save her?”


“No,” she limped off to the car
not bothering to look to see if he was coming or not.
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It had been a tense night. They
had driven back to the warehouse in silence. Once there, they had walked around
each other on egg shells. One would open their mouth to say something, then
just close it. There was nothing to do so, eventually they feigned sleep. Finally
after much tossing and turning, sleep finally came for them.


Now they sat silently waiting for
either Charon to come and break the silence or their own words of anger or
helplessness to do it for them. 


“I have had enough of this.” Tara
had never excelled at the quiet game. Her mom had beaten her every time they
played it. “Didn’t we tell her to leave the hospital and not come back for a
while? Didn’t I already save her life once? Now you want me to do it again? Why
should I be her savior when she can’t even follow simple directions? What part
of me trying to die did you not understand?” Her voice had risen until she was
now screaming.


“What part of innocent bystander
are you missing?” Paul’s voice was quiet. “What part of a doctor who saves
lives are you missing?” His voice was even quieter. “She doesn’t deserve to die
simply because she has been caught up in something she knows nothing about. No
one deserves to die. You say you want to die, yet you still manage to live.
Even in the hospital you defied the odds.”


Pushing his hands through his
hair he stood and walked over to her, gently turning her around with a hand on
her shoulder. “All I hear about is this mysterious something in you that won’t
let you die. Well in the hospital I didn’t see that something. I saw you. I saw
a miracle lying in that bed who refused to give up. That something was asleep
and all there was, was you. You refused to die. So run it past me again how you
want to die and leave this world of wonder.”


Closing her eyes she saw herself
out there adrift on a tiny log that was barely big enough for one. She was
close to the falls and she knew it. She had been aiming for them for a long
time. If only she could reach them, she could go over. Simply sink into herself
and never be heard from again. Everything had changed. Now there were two
options. When had that happened? There he stood on the shore, which was much closer
than it had been in a long time. It would be so simple to move her body on the
now larger piece of drift wood and start to change her course. Still, that soft
voice summoning her to turn around meant fighting for herself. She would also
have to fight for him and to fight for those who needed protection from the
things that went bump in her night. With a sigh she changed positions even as
the falls finally came into view. Maybe it was time to woman up.


“Let’s say you’re right and for
some reason I don’t really want to die. Why does that mean I have to save the
perky blonde nurse?”


“She has a name you know.”


She held up her hand to stop him.
“If you even want me to think about saving her, we will call her the perky
blonde nurse. Mostly because it makes me smile.”


Shaking his head he laughed at
her. “Alright, I am good with that. She was calling you Tiger, even after I
told her your name.”


“Don’t get too happy. I am pretty
sure the nurse is dead. The Demos are evil. Raimel did not even try to trade
her life for mine. I am pretty sure he simply tortured her and killed her for fun.”


“I have seen evil, Tara and
usually there is a reason for it. No one is wholly evil. He expects us to come
after her. Why else would he take the time to show her to us? Definitely not
because he thought you would be guilt ridden over her capture.”


“Maybe because he thought you
would be guilt ridden. Or he might have thought to separate us because I
wouldn’t want to go after her. Besides where would we go? Do you know how to
get to his home world, because I sure don’t?”


Again he ran his hands through
his hair. It was a definite sign of frustration. “I have no idea, but we have
to try and save her.”


“Glad one of us is Polly
positive.” With a deep sigh she joined him in thinking. “Hey we could go back
to that Tea Room.”


“Or,” Charon said popping in the
room. “You could come with me.”


They just stared at him. He had
been gone when they came in last night and although they had tried to call him,
albeit tentatively, he had been a no show. His popping in was not filled with
feelings of glad tidings.


“Where were you last night?”


“Morning to you too, Tara.” 
Charon gave her a cocky smile.


“So are you interested in finding
Raimel or not?”


“You know what happened?” Tara
ignored his question. Maybe self-preservation was finally kicking in she
thought holding back a cynical laugh.


“If you mean do I know he has the
perky blonde nurse.” He stopped to                            smirk at Tara. “I
do and I might even be able to find her for you, or not.  That’s the risk you
take. I can definitely find Raimel. Well?” He stood slowly spreading his wings
looking more like an angel of death than a Good Samaritan.


“We want to go.” Paul was looking
determined, they would be going.


Tara nodded her head knowing she
was not going to win this one.


“Come on boys and girls its field
trip time.”


Taking them both by the hand they
disappeared. Not through a door, but simply gone one minute as if everything
stopped, to reappear the next sitting in the back of a car. It was an older
model four door car. The driver was a young man. He had to be early twenties Tara
was thinking. The girl in the passenger seat was around his age.


“They can’t see us. And all we
can do is see them. Which means there can be no interaction and no interfering
with whatever happens.” There was a look on Charon’s face that was unreadable
and hard.


“Why are we here?”


“Watch and see.”


“Everything is going to be
alright. You’ll see.” The young woman had turned to face the driver giving Tara
a good look at her face. She was definitely early twenties with a very pregnant
belly. She had green eyes with very pale skin and a short mop of red curls. She
was cute. She would never be a cover girl, but she could break a couple of
hearts if she wanted to.


Stopping at the red light, he
turned to face her. “We deserve some good baby. We have gone through a lot. It
looks like junior here will be fine too.” His hair was dark, more of a black
and he possessed nice brown eyes. They made a cute couple that seemed to be
just starting out.


She held up her hand. “Soon I
will be Mrs. Johnson.”


He smiled with such joy that Tara
almost felt like a letch, watching something that was not meant for public
consumption.


“I love you so much baby. I can’t
wait.” They were already rolling again and the happiness in the car was
overwhelming. Looking both ways he merged on the parkway taking them away from
the city.


Tara cast Charon a puzzled look. He
simply smiled and mouthed just wait. 


They young mother- to- be placed
her hand over her child. “Our bundle of joy. Our future. Our hope.” She rubbed
her belly in soft circles before the car lurched for no reason. He jerked the
steering wheel getting control of it again.


“I think we better have this
thing checked out.” The future Mrs. Johnson said still smiling happily.


Tara had stopped listening. Standing
on the hood of the car was Raimel. He could see her, just like she could see
him. With slow deliberate movements he brought his sword out and over his head.


Tara and Paul tried to move. They
were frozen, unable to move anything besides their mouths.


“What the hell is he about to
do?”  She roared the question at Charon.


“Stop him!” Paul screamed still
unable to move.


“I told you there was nothing we
could do, but watch.”


“Watch? Are you crazy? We have to
do something. We have to stop this. What good is being some almighty door, if
there’s nothing I can do?”


Tara watched him smirk as the car
continued to pick up speed until he looked at the young mother to be. His smirk
disappeared and hatred blacker than any she had ever seen crossed his face.
With one swift downward swing the sword entered the car’s engine causing it to
halt.


Faster than Tara would have
thought, there was a major accident on the parkway. Cars were swerving and
hitting each other. The car they were in was hit at 70 miles an hour from
behind and shoved into the car in front of it. The man was unconscious and the
woman was screaming. Raimel stepped down off of the car, much like a kid at the
amusement park getting off of a favorite roller coaster with a look of let’s do
that again. He gave Tara a mocking bow and then disappeared.


“Let me help them. At least until
the paramedics come.”


“I can’t. It will change how the
time line should be.”


“I don’t give a damn about the
time line. I am a doctor and I am here. That means I was supposed to help them,
so let me go.”


Paul was outside of the car as if
he had just walked up. Tearing off the car door, he started working on the
young mother first.


“How could you?” She still sat in
the back seat, an invisible spectator to this very real scene of horror. “How
could you let that happen?”


“The better question is why
couldn’t I stop it? It’s called free will. You humans know all about that,
right? There was no stopping what happened today and my hands were tied. I
broke the rule by letting your man help the woman. So don’t give me that “you’re
so bad look” as if I got a kick out of what happened.”


“He’s evil. He tried to kill them
for no reason.” She was just talking now. If I can just talk, I can be calm.
This over whelming horror will not take over. Desperately she wanted to cling
to that placed she had discovered years ago where nothing bothered her and she
felt nothing. Every day it seemed to retreat further away, as she woke up more
to the horrors of the world.


“Forget him being evil.” She
screamed at Charon. “You’re a monster. You knew this was going to happen and
you let me see it any way. You knew he was going to try and kill them. Try and
kill that unborn child and you brought me, us here. Why would you do that?’


“To wake you up. You’re on your
high horse, so intent on ending your life, that you couldn’t take the time to
look around at anyone else’s life. You who thinks so little of yourself that
you cannot acknowledge what you may mean to this world or even to that man who
is fighting for the life of that child. I needed to get you out of your selfish
funk and give you a reason to live, to fight. Maybe the real monster here is
you. The person who refuses to fight for what life has given her.”


Just like that, she was gone. She
had no idea if it was seconds, minutes or hours before she realized that she was
absolutely still. There was no movement and no sound. she was totally alone. No
one and nothing surrounded her. There was just, total light. She shuddered
acknowledging that this light was not a blessing, it blinded her as much as the
darkness would have and she could see nothing.


Was this death? The absence of
all life? She couldn’t even feel herself. She wasn’t sure she possessed a body
anymore. She could hear no sound, so it was possible she wasn’t breathing.
Where was the peace? There was no peace here, only a long laundry list of what
she hadn’t accomplished. That wasn’t the worse part. She now yearned for food,
even bad food, to fill her nonexistent belly. She wanted to see Paul’s face one
more time. She wanted the kiss she so rightly deserved. She wanted to yell at
Charon and tell the perky blonde nurse “I told you to stay away.”


She finally got what she wanted
and now all she wanted was what she had. How ironic was that? She tried to stop
doing that only thing she could do, which was think. Her mind stalled on one thought.
She had let Raimel win. Finally, she understood what hell really was.


Tara’s body collapsed on the
warehouse floor as she choked, greedily gasping for air.


“Welcome back.” Charon said, as
he made a production of stepping over her limp body.


“Tara, are you alright?” Paul ran
to her side kneeling down and running his hands over her as he checked her out.
“You’re breathing to fast, Tara. Look at me! Slow down. You don’t want to pass
out.” He smiled at her as she forced her breathing to match his exaggerated
slow breath. “Good job” he murmured as he stroked her hair.


“Come on, let’s get you up.” He
led her over to the couch that had been doubling as their bed.


“I am so happy to see you.” Tara
said laying her head on his chest and wrapping her arms around him. She had
been so sure that it was over. No more chances for her. Now she was faced with
the prospect of life again. She wasn’t sure what she was going to do, but she
was going to do something. Grow a backbone, maybe, as long as she never ended
up where she had been again.


“Where were you? What happened to
you?” Paul’s questions made her smile as she listened to the concern in his
voice.


“I don’t know. I have no answers
for you. I simply know you don’t want to go there.” In the very end, she had
understood that she was not alone. There had been a shadow or maybe more than
one shadow slowly moving towards her. The hideous torturous things they
promised to do to her was driving her mad. Even now she knew she would never be
the same.


“Guess what kiddies.” Charon said
in his faux kindergarten teacher voice. “The field trip is not over yet.”











Chapter
Six


 


 


 


Tara hugged Paul closer and tried
not to shake. She was over field trips. She would sit this one out thank you
very much.


“Tara.” She felt a hand on her
shoulder and knew it was Charon’s. Of course his voice in her ear was a clue.

          “I am tired.” Her voice came out surly, more like a pissed off teen than
a weary adult who had a reason to hide away.


“I know, but you have to come
anyway.” He was being gentle with her. She was sure he was the reason she had
been left in that living hell, so he should be gentle with her. Standing up
when all she wanted to do was sit, she focused on a corner of the wall so she
wouldn’t have to meet his eyes.


Taking both of their hands he
gave a sigh. “Let the tour commence.”


Once again, one minute they were
there and the next they were somewhere else. There was no bright sky or car
with a happy couple. They were in someplace that could have been a nursing home
yet it was a far cry from the ones she had seen on television.


“Where are we?” Paul asked the
question.


“We are on Demos.”


They were standing in the corner
of a room. It was not a very clean room, almost as if the aides had said forget
this and refused to tend to the occupant. Yet looking out the door, you could
see that the whole place seemed to be uncared for. The occupant on the bed was
elderly and frail and yet was obviously Demos. 


“Why are we here? Do you think I
will feel sorry for these people? No, not people, monsters who come to other
peoples worlds and try to destroy them.”


“Tara you’re mad, upset and scared
and thinking you may be crazy. Yet, you still have to see the other side of the
picture. Just one view of the world, any world is enough to send someone off
halfcocked. If you don’t believe me just ask Raimel. Ah, here he comes now and
this time even he can’t see you.”


She watched as he entered the
room and finally knew what primal hatred felt like. She hated him with
everything they were both worth. She wanted to violently yank every piece of
his coal black hair out by the roots and tear off those wings. How she would laugh
in joy as she did it. She was definitely going crazy.


He went to the bed and knelt
down. She walked closer. She needed to hear and she needed to see. She needed
to feel, even if all she felt was horror and hatred. She needed him to suffer
the way she had been made to suffer. That was righteousness, right? That one
should suffer like she did.


“Mom.” That was his mother? She
moved in closer thinking about her own mother.


“Mom.” Did he almost look sad?
“You’re going to die. There is nothing they can do for you.”


“No son, I am not. Hope is
coming.”


“There is no hope.” He screamed,
making his mother flinch before he got himself under control. “Hope is dead. This
planet will never have hope. All we have is luck. Very few find that and fewer
hold onto it. You know this. Why do you continue to delude yourself? I can take
you home and you can die there.”


“I know you can’t feel it yet,
but I can. Hope will be reborn right here on our planet. It will grow and fill
your heart with the possibilities of what can be. It will break your heart when
you see all you have done.” She reached up and stroked his cheek. “One day at a
time my son. All is not lost.”


“I need to leave mother. I have more
lives…” He halted as he looked at her. “I have things to do, but I will come
back again soon.”


He strode to the door needing to
get away when he heard her call his name. “Raimel.”


“Yes mother.”


“Have I asked anything of you?”
She never asked anything of him.


“No mother you have not.”


“Then I ask that you honor this
request.”


“Mother?”


“Do as I ask.”


“I will try to honor your
request.”


“The one you have in captivity.”
He turned to look at her. No one should know about that. “Let her live. She is
the one thing that could break you.”


With that she laid back and
dismissed him by closing her eyes.


“I feel you in here. Take a good
look at my planet, then tell me if you can judge him as harshly. Charon, I know
you are there. Remember you promised to take me to see Hope being born.” This
time she dismissed them with her silence.


They disappeared this time to
reappear on what was a dividing line between the privileged and the slums.


“You are looking at the section
the lucky live in. The rest is where everyone else lives.”


“What do you mean? You’re rich or
poor and there’s no in-between?”


“Paul, I mean either you’re lucky
and end up here or you’re unlucky and you live over there.” He said pointing to
the other side. 


Really it couldn’t even be called
a slum. She had seen places like this in third world countries. Looked like no
running water. No safe place to live. The people were wearing rags and no one
seemed to really care. There were no children playing happy games. There was no
hope in the faces of the people walking by. How could this be? Nothing in a
third world country could ever have prepared her for this. 


“Tara, what if hope were a
person?”


“What? That’s preposterous. Hope
is not a person. Hope is this faint emotion that people feel in order to think
things will get better. Heck, according to legend, it was in the bottom of Pandora’s
Box and barely escaped with its life.”


“Paul, what if hope was a person.
What if Hope the person was killed before he or she grew up? What would happen
to a planet left bereft without hope?”


He opened his mouth several times,
but nothing came out. He simply looked around.


“Give it a try Paul. Tell me what
your life and your planet would be without hope.”


Again he looked around then took
a steadying breath. “My parents loved me. We lived a good life in a nice house
in the good section of the city. I had friends and family and enough to eat,
but still I struggled. School didn’t come easy, especially when I was younger.
My mom spent hours working with me. Re-teaching me at times. She would say that
not all teachers could work with every child, but she would always be able to
work with me. If not for her, I would have lost hope.”


He stopped as his eyes got big
and he realized it was the truth.


“It was the hope she gave me that
kept me moving on. When I said I wanted to be a doctor my dad almost laughed,
but not my mom. She said ‘Paul has given us a reason to celebrate’, so we had a
party. By high school I was excelling and the rest is history. Without the hope
she had in me and in her ability to teach me, I would not be here today.”


“Tara, I am asking you again.
What if Hope were a person and that person died? What would happen to the
planet and those that lived on it?”


“Without hope there are no
thoughts of a better tomorrow.” She continued as if the words were being torn
from her. “Without hope the planet and its people could perish. There would be
no medical breakthrough. No lifesaving medicine. No care for another, but it
wouldn’t end there.”


Tears started to gather in her
eyes and that cold hatred she felt flared hotter than the sun before it began
to cool. The cooling hatred was also the waning hatred and she began to feel hope.
It was almost like a tidal wave waking up in her body, taking her over.


“A planet without hope and a
people without hope would be condemned to a hatred so fierce or a sadness so
deep that whichever overtook them they would be unable to shake. Such a choice
is unthinkable.” She ended with a whisper.


“Do you understand now, Tara? If
your planet was hopeless you too might scour the worlds looking for hope in
order to end its life. In order to end your life.”


Without a word and without
touching them, they disappeared and reappeared in the warehouse.


“Mother?”


“Hi baby did you miss me?”


She considered fainting, she really
did, but how many times could she pull the floor thing in one day without
looking like a total wimp? So no, she was going to have to face her mother
whose name just happened to be Pandora, although they always called her Dora.


“Mom do you have something to
tell me?”


“Charon hasn’t told you yet?” She
threw him a look like he was the naughty child.


“Nope, I don’t think he has told
me yet. So why don’t you start with how you look as young as you did in the
picture when I was a baby?”


“Aww, that’s the easy part. I
stopped aging the minute I conceived you. Although I didn’t know of course. It
took Charon years to finally get around to telling me what was going on.”


“Course you know Charon. Go on.”


“Finally I understood that in
order for hope to wake up in you, well I realized that your life would need to
be hard. As your mom I wanted to protect you, coddle you. Instead I let you go
your own way. I let you ditch me and work this out on your own, but I never
left you alone. Please believe that I always knew where you were.”


“How can I be hope? It makes no
sense. There was hope already on the planet when I was born.”


“Hope is born every day. Hope
will keep families together and start revolutions to change things. And it will
be left behind when the person dies. Then there is a different kind of hope,
one that is a key. That would be you. Without you, the world would become
hopeless over time.”


“What is a key?”


“You have to wait on that one. It
will be revealed in time. Suffice it to say that without you, things would be
changing and not in a good way.”


She rolled her eyes at her mother
then looked at Paul. “Maybe we should make a list of things that have to be
done so life can go back to normal.”


“I have a feeling that normal is
over rated.”


“We have to save the perky…
Forget it. What’s her name?” He gave her a smile that was melting her new heart
to the core.


“Amanda.”


“We have to save Amanda.”


“We have to make sure one baby
boy Demos is born. I say we do that first and then save the perky blonde.”
Charon looked around innocently.


“Why do we need to make sure a
baby Demos is born.”


“I know the answer to this one.” Tara
said with her hand high in the air. “Pick me, pick me.” Charon waved at her to
continue. “Because Demos has no hope and I am just betting that someone is
waiting in the wings to kill little Hope Demos. Course we can’t call him hope
because he’s a boy.”


“So we make sure the baby is born.
We free Amanda and then all is ok? We just go back to our lives like this never
happened?”


“Paul, all I can give you is the
hope for tomorrow.” He smiled as he pointed to Tara, “what you do with it is up
to you. I would suggest everyone get a good night’s sleep, because tomorrow a
certain child will be born.”


 “Paul explore upstairs I think
you will appreciate it.” Charon said before he shimmered and faded away.


The upstairs was not a full
floor. It was simply offices or rooms around three sides of the warehouse with
the center open, allowing you to see the high ceiling. They were standing at
the top of the steps wondering what direction to go first. The floor still
looked like it needed a lot of elbow grease except for the section on the farthest
side. It looked as if someone had already scrubbed it.


Looking at each other they walked
over and opened the door. Walking in, they stopped in their tracks and just
stared.


“A bedroom?” The room was
beautiful, Tara held her breath as she marveled over it.


In the middle of the room sat a
four poster king size bed. The kind she had always secretly wanted. It had
matching dressers and night stands to go with it. The bare walls were now
covered with pictures of beautiful landscapes giving the feeling of being
outside, despite the lack of windows in there. She would have paid a fortune to
own something as beautiful as this room


 


“That’s putting it mildly. This
place is marvelous.” Paul said as he stood still just taking it in.


“You think he made this for you?”
She said that with a bright smile planting the seed that all of this had been
done for him.


The look he gave her said are you
crazy? “No I think he made it for us.”


“There is no us.” As long as she
kept telling herself that, she could keep distance and perspective between him
and her fragile new feelings for him.


“Are you sure?”


“Course, I am sure.” Men were
crazy. There was no them. Where was the Love? Where were the dinners and the
romance? Where was “I will be here in the morning?” No there definitely was no
them. There needed to be dinners and flowers or gifts.  


“Ok, there is no us then. So we
will just sleep here instead of downstairs.”


“We can’t sleep together!” 


“Why? Haven’t we been sleeping
together for days now? Or has it been weeks?”


“We have not been sleeping
together.”


“Then what do you call your head
on my chest as we lay down and close our eyes.”


“That’s not sleeping together.”


“Oh, what do you call it?”


“Well I mean, it is sleeping
together, but it doesn’t count.” She could feel her cheeks heating up and her
skin was light enough that she knew he could see how flushed she was.


“So we’re not a couple and we’re
not sleeping together?” He walked up to her and began to rub her cheek. “So I
guess you don’t want to kiss me?”


Kiss him? Memories of his lips
briefly touching hers as she escaped the hospital came back and warmed her
cheeks even more. Yeah, she wanted to kiss him, but she hadn’t waited so long
for the perfect man to just give up now. She wanted her perfect man, the one
that passed all the magazine questions, like all the other women.


She tilted her head up to meet
him as he lowered his lips to her. Nice and easy she thought as his lips
covered hers. Just one kiss and then she would go back to waiting for Mister
Right. His lips were hard yet smooth and warm and soft on hers. Instinctively,
her body swayed closer and he gathered her up against his chest. Her mouth opened
on a sigh and she felt his tongue slip in and caress her briefly.


Clutching at his shirt her mouth
opened even more, letting out a soft moan. His tongue invaded her mouth meeting
her tongue in a duel. Closing her eyes, she wrapped her arms around him and
kissed him for all she was worth.


Drawing back she gasped. “Wow.”


She watched as he smiled, looking
at her. 


“Definitely wow.”


Breaking away she walked over to
one of the large paintings. “So you really just work? There’s no one special?”


“There is definitely someone
special.”


“How could you kiss me if there
is someone special in your life?”


“Because you are my special
someone.”


“You’re not funny.” 


“You’re probably right, but you
should remember this. Every relationship is different and no two relationships
start the exact same way. So yeah, we missed the eye longing stage and two
straws in the milkshake, but maybe that was good. I know that at times you can
absolutely be down, but even then you bounce back and are ready for the next
thing. I know you care even when you don’t want to. I know you have a great
sense of humor. I also know you love cookies.” He winked at her. 


“No I am not dreaming of a house
with a white picket fence, but I bet you are not either. You’re loyal and
you’re willing to lay down your life for another, even as you protest the fact
that they should be allowed to take another breath. You’re quirky and I like
it. More than anything though you’re honest and I would rather have honest than
shrimp and meaningless small talk. Bed time?” He stopped talking to look at
her, giving her time to take in all he had just said.


“Yeah.”











Chapter
Seven


 


 


 


The morning had brought tensions
that Tara had hoped to avoid. She had woken up wrapped around Paul. For one
wonderful moment, she felt like she belonged. She had felt cherished and loved
and almost expected to look out the window and see that white picket fence she
always read about in her sinfully sweet romances. There was no white picket
fence. In fact, there was no house. She was on the second floor of a warehouse
that had been cleaned by a magical someone. He never really said what he was,
even though he resembled a Demos.


She was not loved. There had been
no dates and flowers. No dinners where he asked her to be his girl and promised
to love her at least for a while. So yeah, the tension was high, but not just
with him. What was she supposed to do with a parent that just shows up out of
the blue? She loved her right? Okay maybe she loved her and hated her at the
same time. She could have been spared years of agony if the truth had just been
spoken. The logical part of her brain was saying it had to happen this way. The
logical part of her brain should meet her heart. Now they were all downstairs
discussing what needed to be done.


“It’s very simple. All we have to
do is make sure the baby is born.” Three sets of eyes turned to look at Dora. 


“If that is all we had to do
Mother, why would all of us be needed. Couldn’t we just send Paul? I mean he is
the doctor.” 


“Settle down kiddies,” Charon
said with a sigh. “This will not be easy, Dora. No matter how much you may want
it to be. There will be factions and not just other Demos who wish this child
to never be born. There are too many species to name that have no hope on their
planet. Many of those species have the Demos to blame for being hopeless. So
there is the possibility of an all-out war. Before any of you get comfortable
you need to understand if this child dies, this world will suffer.”


There was silence. It should have
been tension filled, but for once it was not. It was almost like everyone was
lost in their own thoughts.


“So it really is simple, just
like my mother said. We go and protect one child, fight like crazy, do a couple
of Hail-Mary passes and pray everything turns out alright. Simple.”


“Since when did you start liking
football?” Dora’s face held a look of shock that was making Tara feel much
better.


“Football. Hate it. But you have
to admit a Hail-Mary pass is exactly what we need, besides I just love the
words together.” A genuine smile came across her face as she watched her mom
smile at her. It had been a long time.


“Hate to break up the love fest
children, but we have to go. Dora I know what these two can do, but what do you
think you can do to help?”


Reaching behind her back she
brought out a sword that looked lethal. “I was a very apt student Charon. Worry
about yourself.”


“Tara, if you will do the
honors.”


Without hesitation she opened a
door to Raimel’s mother’s room and walked through. Later, after it was all said
and done, she would wonder how she opened that door. Later, she would panic and
wonder if she was losing herself, disappearing inside of something she had
never asked to be born with. Those conversations were for later. Now she had to
focus on saving a life.


The room hadn’t changed. It was
dirty and dingy. The woman that laid on the bed seemed just as frail, but this
time she was dressed to go out. She began to rise as Charon approached, helping
her to fully stand. 


“It is time. I smell the faint
aroma of hope about to be born. This time we will not fail.”


Charon put his hands around her
and simply disappeared. The rest took a deep breath and followed. 


They were not in the brightly lit
and highly antiseptic hospital Tara was still hoping she would see. They seemed
to be in the bedroom of someone’s house, if you could call it a house. It
looked more like a shack that had nothing resembling running water or sanitary
conditions. In the middle of what should have been a bed was a female Demos who
was heavy with child. Kneeling beside her was a male that Tara assumed was the
father. There was no doctor or midwife in the room. There was just the two of
them as she panted and pleaded for somebody, anybody at this point, to help
her. 


“I am going to help her.” Paul
was holding a bag in his hand that she had not noticed earlier.


“Is that even permitted?” Tara
asked Caron as she looked at Paul.


“I don’t really care if it is
not.” Paul replied as Charon stayed silent. “I am going to save this child just
like I saved the child on Earth.”


Tara heard his unspoken words. He
had lost the father and the mother and barely saved the child and he would not
permit another to die if he could help it. She watched as he stepped out of the
protective area with his hands up. It was the universal sign of I mean you know
harm. The father did not seem to either believe that or know what it meant.


He got up and ran towards the
intruder in his house. Paul managed to side step and only got clipped in the
leg. Limping he pointed to himself and then the woman on the bed. Doctor he
kept saying, as he battled the soon to be father. The woman on the bed screamed
as her body shook, which brought the semi fight to an end.


“I can help her.” Paul said, “I
really don’t care if you understand me or not. I will not let that child die.”
He was standing toe to toe with the father now. There was a shake of the
father’s head and he pointed to the bed.


“What happened?”


“There is not enough time to let
Paul discover he can speak Demos, so I translated for him. Next time he’s on
his own. Spread out.”


Charon took his frail bundle and
sat her at the side of the bed before drawing his weapon and fading into the
mist. There was the sound of uninvited guests moving closer to the house, their
loud voices filled with anger. They were Demos, those that had become use to
being hopeless. They were the ones that capitalized on it. They had preyed on
their own people and other worlds for many years. They didn’t want hope to
somehow interfere with their lives.


Tara caught one last glimpse of
Paul checking to see how many centimeters the woman was before she was
fighting. They weren’t nice and they were out to kill her. It was almost like
they could sense the very thing they hated inside her body. She took her sword
and fought back, swinging the blade as if she was born to it. Yet she knew
there was no way she would win. She was bound to die on this planet and she was
now sure she wanted to live. The knowledge was like a secret elixir in her
blood.


Swing, parry, thrust. Over and
over again that was all she did. Her mother and sometimes Charon would have her
back. The majority of the Demos were coming after her, which meant they were
leaving Paul and the child alone. Anytime they seemed to be about to turn away,
she would try to release the feeling of hope in the room to once again capture
their attention.


Swing, parry, thrust. Swing,
parry, thrust. It was official. She was not the best fighter, but she was
holding her own with the help of Charon and her mother. She wouldn’t be
tweeting about her mother coming to her rescue at her age. Although she had to
give her credit. She definitely knew how to fight. They had been at this for
what seemed like hours and her arms were beginning to get tired.


The waves of Demos seemed to be
slowing. Many had been injured and limped off to lick their wounds. Hopefully,
none of them were planning to regroup.


“How are you doing, Tara?”


He looks like he just woke up she
thought resentfully. “Doing well. Don’t worry about me.”


“Good because more are on their
way.”


“How may Demos can there be that
want to kill this child?”


“These are not Demos. This next
wave is just a few of the rest of the galaxy.”


The room was filled with beings
she had never seen before. Very few of them were humanoid in appearance.
Holding up her sword she knew there was no way she was going to make it.


Swing, parry, thrust. Swing,
parry, clatter. Her sword had been knocked out her hand by a reptile looking
villain. It was long and thick and it slithered, but it also had something that
mimicked arms and hands. It had to be one of the most disturbing species
represented and almost all of them disturbed her. It opened its mouth to reveal
long fangs and it seemed to smile at her. She stumbled backwards as it
slithered closer to her.


Think Tara, she screamed at
herself. You’re this doorway and you’re supposed to have all this skill. How
will you survive? Both Charon and Dora had their hands full. This time they
wouldn’t be able to save her. She had a sudden memory. When she was younger
there was a friend. She always thought she was just an imaginary friend,
although she could see her as plain as day. Her friend would say, ‘Tara hope
must always survive. It’s a potent weapon. Let me show you how to make it into
a weapon of good.’


Then she would work with her into
forming tiny sparks of hope. When your hope is finally released, you will be
able to bring down your enemies with it. Well, it was now or never. The
slithering creature was tall in the air with its mouth open about to tear into her
with those fangs. Turning inward, like her friend had taught her, she tapped into
what looked like a bright golden ball. Hope. She mentally formed a spear and
watched it appear in her hand. As that mouth dropped down to end her life, she
thrust the spear up watching as it lodged in its lower jaw.


The creature gave a huge cry, as
if it had been stabbed in the heart. It immediately started falling, making
Tara jump out of its way. Its body started to convulse as if something were taking
it over, as it cried out in agony. The other creatures in the room had a
horrified look on their faces and then as if they were telepathically talking
they ran at her in one large group. Fearing for her life, she began to shoot balls
of hope, hitting her targets in the front row. Almost as if the command to
retreat had been given, they left, leaving their fallen comrades on the floor
writhing in pain.


“Took you long enough.” Charon
said in that dry voice he sometimes used on her.


“I was beginning to think she
would never remember.” Dora beamed at her in pride.


“I knew she would remember.” This
came from Charon again. “I just wasn’t sure if she would do it before we died.”
The look he threw her way was somehow disapproving and approving at the same
time. Once again Tara was confused, but at least she was alive.


The sound of a babies cry rent
the air.


“Paul?” He looked at her and
smiled.


“He is perfectly healthy.” He
cleaned the baby up and laid him on the mother’s chest.


They all crowded in to look as
the mother kissed her child. The father knelt besides them with a smile that
was blinding. Raimel’s mother sat there and cried. 


“Charon.” She said with power and
authority. The frailness of her voice having faded. “Where will you take them?”


“I cannot tell you that, Tayrel.
They will be protected. No harm will come to your grandchild.”


She nodded in what seemed like
acceptance. “Make sure no harm comes to my younger son, Charon. Remember your
promise.” With that she walked out of the shack, leaving all the occupants
inside with mouths open in surprise.


Tara pointed to the male on the
bed. “That is her younger son?”


Charon gave a mirthless laugh.
“Of course not, Tara. You know who her younger son is.” With that he collected
the family and disappeared from the room.


“Raimel.” She whispered knowing
she meant to kill him.











Chapter
Eight


 


 


 


The battle had drained more
energy than any of them had realized. They had made it back to the warehouse
and practically dropped where they stood. When Charon finally showed up, they asked
him when they would be going in search of Amanda. His reply had been, none of
you are ready for another battle. Then without another word he had simply
disappeared. That had been two days ago. So they had spent their time trying to
adjust to their new world order, which was mostly tension.


Paul was now sitting in what he
considered the living room (although it was in the middle of the warehouse)
alone.


“All alone?” He looked up to see
Charon standing by a rare window.


“Yes. Mother and daughter took
the car to buy groceries. Nice of you to drop in BTW.”


“As usual, you’re welcome. I was
out hunting information on your human friend.”


Paul took the time to look at
him. “What did you find out?”


“Not much and that’s disturbing.
Seems we are going to have to take a different approach to finding her.”


“Why don’t we just go knocking on
his door?”


“Because no one knows where his
door is.”


“Just ask his mother. You seemed
rather cozy with her.”


“Did you miss the part where she
said not to hurt her baby boy? Or did you miss Tara’s, look of murder? I on the
other hand missed neither.” His voice had a distinct mocking tone.


“So what do you suggest we do?”
Paul stood and began pacing. Why couldn’t anything be easy in this new world
order? Really maybe someone should die and make him King. He would demand peace
in the land.


“Go dancing.” There was total
silence as Paul refused to take the bait. “There’s a night club in East Liberty
that the non-humans like to frequent. There you can ask some subtle questions
and with a little luck we will get closer to finding his hideout.”


“So just go to a night club,
dance and listen to all the gossip. Sounds rather easy to me.” Take Tara
dancing. That had a nice ring to it. Tara, in a little slinky dress with high
heels and those luscious hips swaying. This could be the best thing to happen
to him in a while. Now how to persuade her to mix business with fun?


“You do realize this is nice
chance to wine and dine her.”


He was saved from answering that
when the door to the warehouse opened. Tara and Dora came in carry bags and
laughing. The outing must have done them well, as there was less tension
between them.


“Charon your back.” Dora said
with a smile.


“Yes. It seems that I have to
leave again. Although I will be back tonight. Tara have fun dancing.” With that
he shimmered out.


Show off Paul thought, before
turning to Tara to explain. “Charon suggested we do some undercover work
tonight at a local night club. He said it would be filled with non-humans and
we should be able to pick up information on Raimel.”


He watched her closely, looking
for signs that she was interested in spending time with him. The look on her
face gave nothing away, but it was raising his level of frustration. That cute
I want you, I don’t want you vibe she gave off was beginning to bother him. He
was lying to himself. It was beyond bothering him and headed straight into if
she didn’t know what she wanted then the hell with her. Then she would smile at
him and of course he was caught up again.


She turned to look at her mother.
“What will I wear?”


“Shopping trip. Paul be a dear
and put the food up.” They were out the door leaving him alone again.


      ************************************************


 


They had driven to the mall. It
seemed the best place to go for a quick outfit. Tara was in the dressing room
discarding one outfit after another.


“What does one wear to a club?
It’s not like I spent lots of time in them. You know fighting for my life and
all.”


“Will you ever forgive me for
leaving you?”


“Couple of hundred year’s maybe.
Will I live that long?”


“Barring sudden decapitation. You
will live that long and longer.”


“Exactly how will I fool the
people around me?”


“No one said your whole eternity
had to be lived on Earth.”


She stopped, slinky skirt half
way up her hips. She hadn’t thought of that. She could have a future. Sure
beings were still trying to kill her, but at least she knew why. Besides, she
had more weapons at her disposal and although she may be a freak of nature, at
least she was a worthwhile freak. 


She could have a boyfriend. A man
friend. Whatever. She was grown. She could have a lover. A pair of beautiful
green eyes popped into her mind, but she ignored them. She had spent so much
time hating herself and her life that she never got past fantasy when she
thought about a man. Feeling a twinge in her back, she pulled the skirt up and
discarded it after one look. Tonight she needed to look perfect.


“Tara, am I going to see any of
these outfits on you?”


‘I am looking for the perfect
one.”


“I doubt anything could look bad
on you. Besides, Paul will love whatever you wear. Try on the dress Tara, the
red one.”


She grabbed the red one from the
hanger. This one had practically jumped into her arms the minute she walked into
the store. It was beautiful on the hanger. It was such a rare and vibrant red. She
had never seen this particular shade before. Down one side were what looked like
precious gems encrusted into the dress. The other side was held together with
what could have been strings of silk. When she moved you would be able to see
her skin in the light. The back of the dress had a deep V that came to the
small of her back. The front was almost conservative. There was a nice V, but
not a plunging neckline. Yet the material almost seemed transparent at times.
Almost as if you could catch her at the right angle you would see everything.
She slipped out of the dressing room to show her mother.


“Absolutely beautiful.” Her
mother said with a gasp. “You will be the center of attention tonight.”


Taking a good look at herself in
the three way mirror, she had to admit she looked good. She turned just in time
to see several customers pointing to her, asking for a dress like hers. They
could forget getting their hands on this one.


“Time to go Tara.”


It didn’t take her long to dress
and take the dress to the counter for checkout.


“Let me purchase this for you.”


“Thanks mom, but I got it.” True
she was fighting for her life and had a death wish or use to have one, but
starving and not dying was not fun. She had quickly learned, she needed money.
Since she rarely spent money preferring to constantly move, she had a lot of
it.


The brunette behind the counter
rang her up with a happy smile. “That will be $210.00.”


She looked at the dress and then
back at the brunette. “That’s all?”


“That’s it.”


Pulling out her wallet, she paid
with a smile, waiting until she left the store to confront her mother.


“Would you like to explain that?”


“Look lemonade and soft pretzels.
I haven’t had one of those in forever. Take a seat. I will get us some.”


She watched as her mother made a
production of biting into her pretzel and taking a sip of her lemonade.


“I am still waiting.”       


“Will you believe anything I
say?”


“Will it be the truth?”


“Fine. The dress is not from Earth.
Call it a plant put there for you alone to find. Anyone else looking at it
would think it was ugly until they saw it on you. That’s when they would see
its beauty. The woman at the counter thought she was cheating you because the
dress was so hideous.”


Did she want to know anything
else? The dress was beautiful and she wanted it. “Who planted it there?” 


“Let’s just say it’s a gift from
your father and that’s all I can say.”


“So my fathers is alive? He can
give me gifts, but doesn’t want to see me?” She didn’t know how she felt about
the dress, but she was sure she didn’t want it anymore. It was bad enough that
her mother had just turned up. Now her elusive father, the one she thought
might be dead, wasn’t dead. Not only wasn’t he dead, but he wasn’t showing up
in her life.


“It’s complicated.”


“I don’t care. I didn’t ask for
complications.”


She got up and left the dress at
the table. Somebody else could wear it. Her mother, whom she had adored, had
disappeared one day. It was like she was just gone, it had created a gaping
hole in her heart. Her father had never been there, although sometimes she
thought she had seen him as a small child. Being left alone to fend for one’s
self was no picnic, but she had always reminded herself other kids had it just
as hard as she did. Seems she was wrong. No one had this cosmic load of junk to
deal with.


“Tara, like it or not there are
still things you will discover when the time is right. This dress will look
beautiful on you tonight with those heels. Allow yourself to have one night of
fun. Come on. You have a man to make speechless.”











Chapter
Nine


 


 


 


Tara descended the steps giving
him a flirty smile. She had taken her time getting dressed. She wanted to look
her best. If the look on his face was any indication, she had done well. She
knew when a man wanted her and Paul wanted her. It gave her a sense of power. As
if she had a vested interest in him. She had been sleeping in his arms for more
than a week now and she liked it. His kisses were hot. This was different. It
felt primal. Like his hot gaze was somehow branding her as his, before anyone
else could get a chance.


“You look beautiful.” His eyes
took in the shortness of her dress that stopped mid-thigh. Then he slowly swept
from the end of the dress down her legs before retreating in the other
direction. “I never knew a woman could make a dress look so good.”


She found herself smiling. Biting
her bottom lip to keep from giving herself away, she walked towards the door. 


“Have fun you two.” This came
from her mother, who she was still upset with. Truthfully, she had never gotten
over the abandoned thing, but she had been playing nice. She was tired of
playing nice. With a small wave of her hand, she walked out.


“So where are we going?” She was
looking at Paul’s hands as he turned the key and smoothly took off. He had
strong lean looking hands. The kind you would expect a surgeon to have. 


“The club’s in East Liberty.”


“How did East Liberty become the
hot bed of alien activity?”


“It’s East Liberty. Where else in
the city would you expect it?”


She thought about it. Yeah it
made some type of sense. You could find just about anything in East Liberty and
yet it always seemed to avoid attention.  She had hidden there more than once.
She always thought nothing happened in Pittsburgh. Now she knew better.


She looked up as Paul pulled into
a parking lot.


“The club is two blocks over. Can
you walk in those heels?”


She looked down at her insanely
expensive strappy silver heels that complimented not only her dress, but her
legs. “Try and stop me.”


They walked in silence, passing
the now closed Tea Room. The closer they got to the club, the more she felt as
if she was being watched. Stopping, she looked at him, but he nodded his head
slightly and kept walking. Following his lead, she kept up as she tried to see
if anything was hidden in the dark doorways they passed.


The beat of the music invaded her
body before she was even close enough to open the door and yet she couldn’t
hear the music. She could feel her heart rate pick up and her pulse flutter
before taking off as in a race. A mixture of pure dread and excitement hit her
at the same time. She didn’t know if she should run away from or to the door.
The look on Paul’s face was a lot like hers, letting her know she wasn’t alone
in this. With a half-smile, he opened the door.


The club was bright, as if
everyone there wanted to be seen. In the corners there were spots that were
dark, almost black. If the call for privacy hit you, that was where you wanted
to be. They were evenly dispersed through the club and even seemed to have a
subtle glowing sign that let you know if a particular spot was occupied.


Moving further into the club,
Paul directed her to a table for two. Immediately a waiter appeared by their
side, dropping off menus and asking for drink orders. 


“What would you like to drink?”
She looked at the waiter who had obvious antennae sticking up from his head and
smiled. she was getting used to weird.


“A Mojito?” She had never taken
the time to drink with her death wish. So she picked something she had heard
talked about once.


“What would you like?” The waiter
said, addressing Paul.


“The same please.”


They watched as the waiter walked
away. The loud beat of the music seemed to drown out all conversation again.


“You didn’t know what to order
either?”


“Nope. Seems like I was studying
when others were partying and then I decided to become a doctor. With my
background, I always felt I had to study more than my classmates.”


She leaned back letting a big
smile cross her lips. The more she got to know him, the more she liked him. She
sat there wondering what they should talk about until the waiter brought their
drinks. Taking a few sips she finally met his eyes.


“Dance?”


Nodding her head yes, they headed
for the dance floor. The music was fast and fun sounding, even though they
couldn’t understand the words. They must have various music from different
planets because the language seemed to continually change. From what she could
tell, it was definitely not universal.


“I almost wish I could understand
the words.” She shouted over the pulsing music, as she moved to the beat. She
loved to dance and fortunately for her she had natural rhythm. Her mother
always claimed she had picked it up from her. She moved nice and slow, teasing
him on the dance floor, liking the ways his eyes grew darker with desire. It
just seemed so natural to slip into his arms when a slow dance came on.


Her body was rocking gently
against his as she felt her temperature rising. This had to be the best song
she had ever heard, despite not being able to understand the words. She looked
up in anticipation of the kiss she thought she should be getting, to find a
pair of yellow eyes staring at her.


“Paul?”


“Yes baby?” He was staring at her
lips as if he wanted a taste.


“I think we have company” he
turned around to see the same yellow eyes standing on the dance floor staring
at them.


They stopped dancing and returned
the stare. The creature looking at them seemed to be about six feet tall with
the palest skin she had ever seen. It looked like it should be a sheet of paper,
white or almost transparent, but it was neither. The hair was a true blonde,
the shade every woman wanted to be, but only one in a million ever was. The
body was extremely thin, as in the, ‘oh my God let me buy you a hamburger’
thin. Yet, what was making her flight or fight sense go off the chart was those
eyes.  They had the look of a certified killer and a famished zombie all in one
nice bright yellow package. And her date had been going so well.


“Do we talk to him or do we run?”
She whispered to Paul, hoping yellow eyes didn’t have super hearing.


“Let’s try sitting?”


They walked back to their table,
trying not to draw any attention. As they sat, they saw him pick up a chair and
move in their direction. 


He walked slowly with deliberate
movements, almost daring anyone to interfere with him or the humans that had
unwittingly stumbled into the place. Coming to a halt by their table, he set
the chair down. Giving them a nice big smile of a predator, he sat in the
chair.


“Welcome to my small club. I am
Dix.” He tilted his head in greeting, ignoring Paul’s out stretched hand.


“I am Paul and this is Tara.”


“So what brings you here to my
little establishment?” His smile stayed in place, but he seemed to be watching
their every move.


Paul shrugged his shoulders
before replying. “For the same reasons most people go out I would imagine. I
wanted a chance to be with my woman, as well as show her off. You have to admit
she is beautiful. I figured a little dancing, a smooth drink and light
conversation would be perfect. I also thought while I was here, maybe I could
find someone with information.”


“A beautiful woman and
information almost feels like a movie.”


Tara tilted her head and laughed.
It was nice and robust, but still managed to be feminine. “This definitely has
a slight movie feel to it.”


“So who do you need information
on?”


“Why are you so willing to help
us?” Paul’s eyes narrowed still overcome with a need to escape with Tara in
tow.


“Let’s just say I received a
visit earlier informing me I would receive visitors and the more I helped them,
the more I would be helped.”


He caught both of their gazes
with his own. The need to literally run became so acute that they would have,
if they could have moved. His eyes were now lit up as if he had his own
personal face light. 


“Come with me.” He murmured this
so low that only the two within hearing range heard him. Standing, they
followed him through the bar and into the back room. They moved stiffly, as if
in some kind of trance, unable to move their heads. They couldn’t see anything,
but what was in front of them. He took them into a darkened room and opened a
second door. He descended steps and they found themselves following unable to
see what they were walking into and unable to protest his treatment of them.


Taking them deep into the dark
room, he commanded them to stop. He turned on the light, but never seemed to
move. He released them enough to be able to look around. It was like he wanted
to show off his handiwork. It was not a room, but a dungeon. It was dank and
still dark, even with the light. There were chains attached to the wall and
furniture that looked like medieval torture devices. 


“Why did you bring us here?” Paul
was still looking shell shocked so she decided to step in.


“Why are you in my club?” He
paused to stare at them. “Exactly what information do you need?”


“This is not where I imagined we
would negotiate.” Paul was snapping out of his shock and it was a good thing
because she felt like going into shock.


“That’s the problem with you
humans. You think the rest of the universe wants to negotiate. So here’s my
offer. Tell me what you want fast or spend some time getting to know my chamber
of human horrors.”


“You’re not a very good host. I
definitely will not be recommending this place.” She murmured, wishing she had
the power to bring him to his knees.


“We need information on the Demos
Raimel. We were told we could find it here.”


“It’s a death sentence to give
out information on that Demos. Seems he has no respect for life, including his
own. What could the two of you have that would interest me in taking that
risk?” He walked closer and sniffed the air. “Well a door. Not just any door, but
a gateway and her shield.”


He took the time to look them
over slowly, walking around them as if he was thinking how much he could get
for them.


“A pity I can’t kill or sell you.
I was warned though and what I get if you walk out of here is beyond compare. But
it doesn’t pay the price for the information. You will have to pay that price.”


With a snap of his fingers, two
men stepped out of the shadows. They had to be seven feet tall, each well over
three hundred pounds of muscle. Stepping forward they grabbed them, forcing
them to face the wall before chaining them.


“What are you doing?” Tara
screamed, even as her body refused her command to struggle.


She turned her head to look at
Paul who was trying to open his mouth, but couldn’t.


“The gateway screams, but the
shield says nothing.” He looked at his men and nodded. They went to the side of
the room and each picked up a whip. Running their hands over the soft leather,
they simply waited. When he nodded again, they raised their hands and let them fly.


Tara, had already decided she
would say nothing. When she felt that whip hit her back shredding her dress her
body jerked, she bit her tongue almost in half, but said nothing. The tears
couldn’t be held back no matter how she tried. They poured down her face. BDSM
was not for her, she thought. She tensed as she waited for the second one. The
second blow had not yet fallen and for one moment she felt a flicker of hope.
Tilting her head she could see the look of pain on Paul’s face. The look of
acceptance, of something he could not change, it quickly killed the small ember
of hope as she cringed.


“There’s a black market for
certain things. Blood is one of those things. The interesting thing about blood
is that some species can feel what the donor felt when they gave it. Another.”


A second strike of that leather
whip on her back made her scream. She was not into pain, she screamed and
cursed him as he commanded them to hit her again. She looked over and saw that
even though Paul’s body was beaten he refused to cry. Not a single tear fell
from his face. How could he do that?


“This race of beings are addicted
to human blood. They say the emotions are so raw or so sweet. When that human
is other like the two of you, the blood is so rare that they will pay a fortune
for one small sip of it. To have both the gatekeeper and the shield will bring
me riches beyond compare. Which by the way you owe me, since you are asking me
to risk my life.”


After what seemed like forever he
commanded them to collect the blood. After that it was like nothing had ever
happened. He led them upstairs and through the doorway to his establishment.
They moved like puppets being manipulated by a string. 


“Look at that you walked out.” He
turned to go back in, but stopped. Looking over his shoulder he said “What you
need will be waiting for you tomorrow morning.” With that he disappeared and
his bar seemed to go with him.


As if the puppet master no longer
cared about the puppets, their bodies sank to the ground and darkness overtook
them.











Chapter
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She tried to move and cried out
in pain. Why did she feel like someone had beat her up?


“Careful” A small voice said.
“Your back is very bad. I tried to clean it up, but you screamed when I touched
it.”


Everything that happened came
back in a flood of memory. The last thing she remembered was falling to the
ground, then nothing. 


“Where am I?”


“I … I live here. It is
underground.”


“Underground? Where is the man I
was with?”


“He is there next to you. He was
too heavy for me to drag very far, so I stopped there. I just wanted to get you
off the street before any more of the aliens showed up. I see them everywhere.
I tried to tell others, but no one could see them. Can you see them?”


“Yes, I see them.” Paul was
starting to rouse. She could hear him making almost silent moves. He was trying
not to scare the voice, but looking for her also.


“When your friend wakes up, you
will have to leave to get medical help. You will have to leave. You cannot stay
here.” The voice was definitely young and female, although she was trying to
appear so much older.


“I understand. We will not hurt
you.” Lifting her head when it felt like spikes were being driven into it was
difficult, but she managed for a minute or two. Looking around she saw a soiled
mattress in one corner with a box of half eaten cereal on it, and lots of dirt.
Although there were no visible rodents, she knew the place was filled with
them.


In the corner, thinking she was
hiding in the shadows was a pathetically thin young girl. There was no telling
her age, but she couldn’t be older than sixteen. That was probably a generous
guess. She looked dirty, small and hungry. Tara’s head fell back down, she had
already run out of strength.


“Paul?”


“I’m up. Just wondering how we
get out of this situation.”


“Can you move?”


“Not even if my life depended on
it. And it does depend on it. If our backs get infected…”


She tried to move, only to feel
fire race up her back. “Well there’s a possibility mine is already infected. So
what now?”


“Cell phone.”


“Mine’s in my purse and that is
back at that club.”


“Mine’s in my pocket, if it
works. Getting to it will be tough. Unless our host would pull it out for me?”


The young girl tried to shrink
further back into the shadows, but Tara could still see her shaking body. Her
head was going side to side as she looked towards the door that they were
laying in front of.


“I won’t hurt you. She,” he tried
to nod towards Tara “would hurt me when we get well if I tried to.”


“He’s right.” She grimaced as her
pain kept increasing. “There’s no way I would let him hurt you. If you would
get his cell phone though, there is a chance we could find someone to come get
us. That way we would be gone.” There was no way she was leaving that child
here alone, but she was smart enough to keep that to herself.


The girl began to creep out of the
shadows, still hesitant. 


“It’s ok. I promise.” Tara spoke
low and reassuringly. 


Finally, she stepped all the way into
the light. Tara exhaled as if she had just been punched in the stomach. She understood
the girl’s caution.


“Paul, she is going to come and
get the phone, but I need you to close your eyes and keep them closed for me.”


“Understood.”


“He will keep them closed. You
can trust us.”


Nodding she walked over to him
and hurriedly felt his pockets for the phone. Feeling it she grabbed it and
backed up.


“Who should she call?”


“My phone is locked. The code is
8521. Look under the contacts for Charon. C, H, A,R,O,N. Call him. He will get
us help.”


“Hello, Paul?” They could hear
his voice through the phone.


“Hello.” She said in a soft
voice. “Your friends are here and they need help.”


One minute he was on the phone,
the next he was shimmering into the room. 


“You two have been missing for three
days. Your mother is about to start a war to find you. Since you’re obviously
not well, I will never hear the end of it.”


“I would love to trade words with
you, but can you get us out of here?” Tara heard him sigh before everything
went black again.


She woke up feeling like she was
laying on a cloud. Opening her eyes, she looked around and let out a sigh of
relief. She was simply on her insanely soft mattress. Not a cloud in sight. She
moved and tried to prepare herself for the excruciating pain, but there was
none. She was sore, but she could handle that. Rolling over she saw Paul was
looking at her.


“How long have we been here?” She
smiled at him, thinking he looked so good just lying there.


“I’m not sure, but your back
looks like it has healed. That type of healing would take several months, but
we could not have been out that long.”


There was a tentative knock at
the door. Then Dora and Charon walked in. 


“Try three weeks.” Dora came in
holding a container of salve.


“There’s no way her back could
heal that much in three weeks.” Paul’s Dr. voice was making itself known.


“Your right, if you were just
human. But to steal a phrase, you’re other. So you heal much faster. Of course
your young friend helped, doing her best to keep your backs clean while you
were out the first time.”


“Exactly what happened?” Tara
looked between Charon and her mom hoping to get an answer that made sense.


“Welcome to the universe.” Dora
said with a hiss as she looked at Charon.


“The universe respects strength.
If you go into a place without a plan or the power to come out alive, it will
eat you up and spit you out.”


“You sent us in there knowing
that our chances of leaving alive were slim to none?” She looked at him hoping
she was wrong, but knowing he knew.


“No, I sent you in there with a
guarantee you would walk out.”


“You bastard.” She flew at him, not
caring about her back or her lack of clothing. He wasn’t there when she got
there. 


Paul caught her before she could
launch herself at Charon again. She kicked and called him names, but Paul held
her tight.

          “Either you’re strong or you’re weak. Either you’re respected or you’re
dead. This is the world you now live in.”


“So you thought you would hurry
our deaths along?” Paul looked him in the eye waiting for a response.


“No. You are now one of the most
respected pair of others on the planet. They whisper how you survived the
master assassin Dix. He did not let you live. You simply refused to die. I
couldn’t teach you that ever. Your beating earned you street cred you could
have never garnered on your own.”


Poof. Once again he simply
disappeared, no shimmering out this time. He was one pissed being.


“What now?”


“You bathe, dress and come down
to eat.” Dora walked out the door with a stiff back. 


“What did we do to piss her off?”


“Why are you asking me? Dibs on
the shower.” She said hurrying to it.


She looked at her back in the
mirror. The skin had definitely healed, but there were major scars. Not the
kind there should have been. She wouldn’t scare small children or anything. Still,
she wouldn’t be winning a swimsuit contest or being asked to do any skin
commercials. She had been out for three weeks and never realized it. This was
so different from when she had been trying to die. Then she was aware of what
was happening to her body. She knew who had been around. Not this time. She had
simply been out. 


How did surviving a beating, even
a severe beating, give you street cred? Yeah she had felt like she could have died
every minute of the beating, but they weren’t the only ones who had ever
survived a flogging. It really didn’t matter in the end. She needed to make
sure it never happened again. Pulling her thoughts in, she concentrated on
getting clean.


They walked down stairs to the
smell of breakfast.


“That smells good mom.”


“It’s done. Come and get it.”


They entered a door that hadn’t
been there before to find a modern kitchen. “Mom?”


“Charon. Need I say more?”


“If he keeps this up I will have
to buy this place.” The kitchen was amazing. There was a double oven and an
island in the center of the room. It could have been the featured article in
home and garden. “Seriously, he could make a mint with his talents.”


“Why don’t you tell him that the
next time you see him?” She winked at her and then started putting the food on
the table.


“What happened to the young girl
who helped us?”


Tara looked up at Paul’s comment
she had been wondering that also.


“She’s here.”


“Where?” Tara wanted another look
at her, not sure that her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her.


“She’s hiding, but she’s here.
Give her some time. She will come out on her own.”


Nodding ok, she caught Paul’s
eyes. She would have to explain it to him later. Looking down at her plate she
realized she was starving. All conversation halted as they attacked their food.


“So all we have left to do is
save Amanda.” Paul said as he started clearing the table. Tara and Dora were
staring at him, one with a look of amazement and the other with pride. “Then
after that everything goes back to normal, right?”


“What’s your definition of
normal?” Dora had gone over to stare out a window that shouldn’t be there, much
like the rest of the kitchen.


“What’s happening out there?”
Tara walked over to look out and then simply stared. “Really mom. I don’t see
anything.”


“Well come with me and you will.”


They left the kitchen and moved
into the living room area. She was really starting to like this big old
warehouse. Of course when you have a demon wanna be who magically cleans the
place and provides much needed furniture and rooms, who wouldn’t love it. The
question was did she get to keep it after everything returned to normal.


Taking a seat, her mother turned
on the television. The local news was on and the newscasters were laughing.


“Although we think that’s funny,
the stories have spread far and wide the last three weeks.” Kelly was one of
her favorite newscasters because she liked to tell the truth. “Roll the tape of
the new interviews.”


A mother sat holding her small
child who looked to be about seven. The child and the mother were obviously
spooked.


“Mrs. Johnson can you describe to
me what you and your child saw two days ago?” She didn’t know this reporter. He
must be new. He was seated on the porch next to them and he was being very
kind.


The woman nodded, yet she was
still visibly shaken and looked like she didn’t really want to give the report.
“Jenny was playing in the living room with her dolls. I had just gone to the
kitchen to check on lunch when she cried out. Mom it’s going to hurt me.”


Looking down she clutched the
child closer and kissed the top of her head. “I had a pan in my hand. I yelled
to her Jenny no one is in there with you. Then a scream of pure terror and MAMA
please. I dropped the pan and ran to the living room. I saw it. It looked like
a demon with black wings and red eyes and it was coming towards her.”


The woman was visibly shaking
now. “I didn’t know what to do. I jumped in front of her. It laughed. Not like
you’re so funny, but a deep evil belly laugh. Then it said I will kill you
first. Two for one.”


The cameraman caught the woman’s
face at that moment. She was not crazy. Thea could see that immediately. Her
eyes reflected the knowledge of having met evil in a personal way. Her
innocence would be gone forever.


“That’s when the angel appeared.
Call her what you want and yes it was a woman. She had wings whiter than pure
snow and she stopped the evil. She promised Jenny would be ok. She would watch
over her.”


The cameraman did a quick pan of
the surroundings. Out front stood a moving van. Sighing Thea shook her head. Moving
wouldn’t help and she knew that from experience.


Snapping off the television, Paul
looked at Dora. “Explain.”


“In every generation there is a
shield and a doorway born. Look for them in times of great change. They usher
in change and keep it from getting as bloody as it could be. As long as they
are here, just living, things go more or less smoothly. The human race
continues to thrive.”


Getting up she walked to Tara and
sat back down. Taking her hands she squeezed. Feeling the stiffness, she ignored
it, she simply held them tighter.


“Eventually on every planet, a
gateway is born. Someone who has the power to not only travel off the planet,
but to go anywhere in the universe. Of course with that gateway, a shield is
born. The two act as one unit. The better they work together the safer the
planet is. 


Every planet waits for the
gateway and shield without knowing it. Once they are born, the planet breathes
a sigh of relief, only to give a cry of horror. These two are the start of
change. If something were to happen to them prematurely, the planet would no
longer be safe. Every alien that walks the world unseen would now be seen.


The boogey man a child sees under
her bed, which should be a half glimpse that couldn’t hurt, changes. It would
become a real specter of evil with the power to demolish her. This became a
reality when the two of you almost died. The gateway was opened and the shield
was thinned. The things that should not be seen became visible.”


“Let’s say we believe this.” Paul
was pacing back and forth in front of the couch. “Then it should stop because
we are well, right?”


“Theoretically yes.”


“What does that mean?” Thea said
pulling her hands away. “Mom we need straight answers.”


“It means that although no new
reports are coming in, the time schedule seems to have been moved up.”


“Time schedule?” Paul had stopped
pacing and instead tapped his foot.


“There is a time schedule that no
one understands for when a world will be ready to interact with the rest of the
galaxy. I am not even sure it’s a real time table. It may just be an educated
guess from the thinkers. Either way, the news is that something has sped ours
up and no one, not even you two, will be able to stop the revolution.”


“Revolution?” Thea looked at
Paul.


“Call it whatever you want.
Crises. The end of the world. Judgment day. It’s all the same. The world will
be over ran with beings who are out to change our world and form a new world
order. Either we stand and fight and survive or bye-bye human race. I have
gotten a glimpse of some planets that have not survived. They no longer have
sentient life on them.”


Now it was Thea’s turn to pace.
“You are definitely not a fount of good news. So what do we do next?”


“Save Amanda and live to fight
another day?” With those words Dora shrugged and left the room.


“She left out Armageddon.”


“How very nice of her.”


“What do we really do next?” She
looked up at Paul needing some stability in her world.


“I don’t know. We can’t leave
Amanda with Raimel even if the world is about to come to an end. I think the
real question is what else has to happen to make this revolution come true.”


“Good question. If it was just us,
then things would have gone back to normal. Well, as normal as life on this
planet usually is.”


They sat down on the couch,
instinctively leaning on each other.


“You’re hope. What goes with
hope? What are we missing?”


“Well there is this. Faith, Hope
and Charity. The greatest of these is Charity. Which we all know means love.”
Thea sais quoting a bible verse she learned in her youth.


“Do you think that we should be
looking for Faith and Charity?”


“No, if they are out there
hopefully they will find us. Looking for them would be like looking for a
needle in a haystack at this point. We should just find Amanda.”


Charon shimmered in the room.
With a look of smug satisfaction on his face. It was enough to immediately make
you want to flee. “Hi kiddies who’s up for a war?”
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It was worse than Charon had
described. One of the academies had been taken over. Mostly by the Demos, by
the looks of it, although there were other unidentified aliens around also.
They seemed to be in one reality while everyone else was in a different reality.
Which meant that the teachers and the children could not see them yet, but the
students and several of the more sensitive teachers could feel them.


Everyone at the school was
walking on egg shells. One wrong word and everyone was flying off the handle,
including the school administrators. 


“Tell me again what’s happening.”


“Tara, the Demos and their allies
are drawn to this city because you and Paul are here. While you were down, they
built up their energy enough to breach the thinning barrier. Now that you are
well the barrier is repairing itself, so they are trying to breach it another
way. They have roughly one day left to cross the barrier before their window of
opportunity disappears, at least for a while.”


She decided to ignore the last
part and concentrate on what was happening here.


“Can’t we open a portal and lure
them through it?”


“No. You would weaken Paul’s
shields and they would go for the students, not the open portal.”


“Right, portal out. Isn’t there
some way I can repair the shield? If it’s linked to me maybe I could heal it.”


“You are. Think of it like blood.
Your body makes it without even thinking about it. Without thinking about it
you’re healing the shield. Your presence is providing a much needed boost to
it. Other than that, there is nothing you can do.”


“We can’t open a portal. We can’t
heal the barrier faster. Exactly what can we do Charon? I am tired of being
behind the eight ball. I feel as if I either have to run or be hunted. Just
once, I want to be in charge of my destiny.”


“That’s the thing about life, Tara
sometimes you’re most in charge when you feel you’re the least in charge.
Tonight after the students are gone, you have to get the Demos out of there.
The question is how will you do it? Anything I plan, they will see coming. So
it’s up to the two of you.”


They sat on the couch in silence.
Charon had disappeared and they had materialized in the warehouse. They no
longer even blinked when they showed up in a different place. It was a part of
life.


“What do we do now?” Her voice
was weary.


“We save a bunch of students and
teachers.”


“Now were warriors?’


“Oh come on. Admit it. How many
times did you pretend you were the Pink Power Ranger?”


She had to smile and then laugh.
She had envisioned herself as the Pink Power Ranger more than once.


“Don’t forget Sabrina the teen
age witch.”


“Well, now you get to be a
combination of both of them. Kick ass ninja skills and powers that are cooler
than a witches.”


She jumped up and did her power
pose, then fell to the couch laughing. “Well after a speech like that I have
got to help save the world.”


They watched the morning slip
into the afternoon as they threw out plan after plan. ‘Maybe we can just take
an army to the school and fight them there.’ Tara had been desperately
searching for a solution. Anything was better than what they had. Simply put,
they had nothing. Paul immediately shot holes into her flimsy plan. He was
pacing back and forth as he tried to think of a plan. ‘We need to think like
military commanders.’ He followed that up with ‘let’s lay a siege on them.’
Frustrated, Tara came back with ‘exactly how do we get to their dimension, without
opening the barrier and teleporting?’


The afternoon was rapidly turning
into night and still they had no plan. Paul had said ‘why does it matter? What can
the four of us do anyway?’ That’s when Dora had come out of the kitchen
pretending she hadn’t been listening. ‘Charon says if you got the plan he has
the warriors.’ She quickly disappeared again. Paul had turned to look at Tara,
but she stopped him. ‘If you say we should think like barbarians, I will club
you over the head.’ That’s when they agreed to stop thinking like other people.


“Well what do we do now? We are
almost out of time?” Paul was pacing the weight of what they faced was visible
in his eyes.


“Why are you asking me?” Tara
wanted to run. How long had it been since she decided to play an active role in
the world? 


“Because you’re the doorway. I am
just the stupid shield.” Yep, Tara thought, as she watched him run his hands
through his hair he was feeling over whelmed too.


 “Yeah stupid medical school graduate,
emergency room doctor and Trauma surgeon. Yep you’re the stupid one. Hmmm
doctor. Could it be that easy?”


“What are you thinking?”


“Hear me out before you think I’m
certifiable. As a doctor if somebody’s immune system was down what would you
do?”


“Build it up.”


“How? And remember your talking
to me not to your colleagues.”


He stopped to stare at her. “That
depends on the physician. Proper diet and exercise would be recommended.
Vitamins may be suggested. Of course, there are holistic doctors who may
recommend other treatments.”


“Well what if they lacked
something?”


“Depends, Tara. Blood work would
be done. Maybe they were low on vitamins, then they would be advised to
supplement their diet. If they had lost blood or found themselves with a blood
disease that was lowering their immune system, they would be given a blood
transfusion to…”


“Stop. Would giving more blood
help someone to heal faster?”


“Simply put yes, but it depends
on the situation.”


She walked over to him with a big
smile on her face. Going up on her toes she whispered a plan in his ear. After
she was done he looked at her like she really was certifiable. Paul laughed
himself onto the couch, falling with no grace. 


“Yes Tara, I think that will
work.”


Night had finally come, bringing
its promise of darkness with it. She walked down the stairs wondering if her
choice of clothing was appropriate. Forget appropriate. She just wondered if he
would like it. She had managed to find a black pair of pants that were loose,
but still managed to show off her ample curves. She had a nice black tee over
it with a pair of combat boots. She had even managed to open a few doors and
get some kick ass weapons. She hoped, she was giving off the warrior/ninja vibe.
Although the pink power ranger would be so disappointed in her. 


She stopped at the bottom of the
steps as she caught the look on Paul’s face. He looked like he was trying to
speak, but couldn’t get a word out.


“Well what do you think?”


“Beautiful in a deadly kick ass
way.”


She felt herself blush and loved
it. “Thank you kind sir.” She executed a bow and then walked over to them.


“Appreciation time is over
kiddies. What is our plan?”


“Step one – We find the weakest
point in the shield. In order to do that we have to see it. Can you make that
happen?”


Charon looked at Paul. “You can
make that happen. You can see it and even make it visible so we can see it.”


‘How?”


“Come with me.” Charon led him
out the door and they walked for a block.


“Close your eyes and visualize
the field around you. Keep thinking about it until it becomes clear in your
mind. Can you see it?” Taking Paul’s nodding head as a yes he continued. “Tell
me the color.”


“I see every color, but the ones
most prominent are gold and silver.”


“Good, now focus on the feel of
the shield. Feel how it moves through you. Notice how when the colors change, how
the feel of the shield changes. It has a subtle vibration frequency that is
resonating within you. Now search outwards. Let your mind and your talents move
from your body to search the surroundings. Do you feel a frequency like your
shield?” Again he took the nodding head as a sign of yes. “Focus on it until
you see it as plain as you see your shield. Now Paul show me the shield. Make
it visible.”


Paul stood there trying to get a
lock on the shield he could now feel encircling the warehouse. It felt like
quicksilver. Every time he thought he had it, it slipped away. Calming his
breathing he tried again. Their plan hinged on this. Although, to be honest,
this was supposed to be Charon’s part not his. He allowed himself to slip further
into his mind and less into reality or thoughts of fights. He could see Tara
looking beautiful in her black and the thought seemed to give him purpose and
clarity. He knew just what to do.


He ran his shield through every
frequency until it matched the frequency of the shield he was looking for. He
was now in sync with it, he could see it in his mind, but he could also see it
with his eyes.


“Good job, Paul. I can see the
field. Now watch it. See when it thickens and when it thins. The field is like
a living breathing being. Sort of like your heartbeat. It moves some and when
it does energy flows through it. When we get to the school you will see that
part of the shield there is weak and it will be obvious. After you are seen you
will not have long to put your plan in motion. I hope it’s a good plan.”


Paul smiled, Charon looked miffed
at not knowing what the plan was.


“Let’s get the women and leave.”


The getting there part was easy.
Charon had simply gathered them all together and then no fuss no muss they were
there. There, seemed to be filled with more Demos and other creatures than
earlier. It had to be their last big push before they lost the opportunity.


Charon turned to look at them and
simply waited. Tara did her best not to fidget although it was hard since
essentially this was her plan.


“Paul?”


“Working on it baby.”


He simply looked like he was
standing still with his eyes closed. Maybe she could do that part. It really
did seem easy. Next thing she knew he was taking off over a large grassy area.
She followed him, hoping everyone else was keeping up. He stopped by the tennis
courts. She was a little jealous her inner city schools didn’t have tennis
courts. Then she saw a spark. No more time for jealousy.


A bright ring of energy came into
view. It surrounded the academy and the land as far as the eye could see. It
sort of reminded her of riding the merry go round when you hang onto the pole instead
of sitting on a horse. As it goes faster you lean back and let your head drop
and it feels like you’re seeing a circle of color. That’s what she was seeing,
a bright circle of color. One that was keeping her world safe.


The color was thick and vibrant
everywhere, but where Paul stood. That part of the shield looked sick. It was
thinning out almost as if at any minute it would just disappear. Maybe it was a
bad plan, but it really was the only one they had. The Demos and friends had
noticed the barrier. They could see it and were heading towards it.


“It’s now or never Tara.” Paul
strode forward and stood in the weakening barrier.


The thought had been if he was
the one repairing the barrier then giving the ailing portion a direct shot of
him would help to shore it up faster. Now she only had to do her part. She took
off running to the thickest part of the barrier she could see. Stepping inside
she began to open a portal, hoping he could hold and heal the weakest part of
the barrier.


She not only had to open a portal,
hopefully to a barren world, she also had to throw a net that would catch them
all pulling them through. Really she thought, searching for a world, what
happened to doorway class 101? She would have settled for the doorway makes
things happen class. It could have been like a cooking… she found a world and
smiled. It was ugly, but it would do.


Now all she needed was a net.
Which brought her back to thinking a fishing class might have come in handy
right about now. How did one make a net? She thought of Wonder Woman. Who said
watching television ruined a child’s mind? She had carried a lasso on her hip.
Quickly she imagined a huge gold lasso. One that she could twirl with her mind.
She could do this. It wasn’t hard. She was drenched in sweat and her legs were
shaking and her knees were locked which was why she was still in place. Maybe
she couldn’t do it, but she had to try. She threw her lasso, watching it spread
over a large area, catching Demos and other aliens alike.


She tightened the rope and began
to pull them in. It took every bit of energy she had. Turns out, she knew about
energy, destructive energy. The type of energy didn’t matter she had to do this
by any means necessary. She pulled in her catch, shoring herself up with the
years she had tried to destroy herself. Now those emotions, feelings and sheer
energy were being put to proper use. She dragged them closer to the portal. She
could hear them cursing as they fought to get free. Just a little closer, until
finally she dragged them in. Tears of relief slipped out and then she prepared
to do it over again.


Looking over at Paul she wondered
how he was still standing. It felt like they had been doing this forever. She
had lost count of the times she had thrown her lasso out and played tug of war
with the loser falling into the big black hole. This should be the last time. Their
appeared to be only four caught and these were the last of them. Unfortunately,
one of them was smiling. He wasn’t even resisting. Did he just wink at her? She
would show him. She tugged just a little bit harder wanting to end this. Just
before he fell through the hole he mouthed see you soon. Everything went black.
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This was becoming a habit she
wanted to break. Once again she was lying on a hard floor with an aching head
after everything had gone black. Why was she lying on a floor? This was not
where she had opened her gate. This was definitely not where she had
transported everyone. Cracking open an eye, she flinched from the artificial
light in the room. Turning just a little, she saw Paul waking up. Had she
brought him through with her?


“You’re awake. Good.”


Opening her other eye, she
adjusted to the light before trying to seek out the voice. Lifting her head
slightly, she took in the shoes. Hard black dress shoes. Definitely male.
Although men’s shoes weren’t her fetish, these had to cost a lot. Slowly going
up, she took in the unmistakably tailored pants. Gangsters are us much? The
blue pinstripe pants weren’t something she was used to seeing unless one
watched old movies. Moving up she saw a nice pressed white dress shirt over
what had to be a hard chest. What she saw behind it made her breath catch.


Spreading out from the shoulders
of the gangster mafia male in front of her was a pair of black wings. He was
unmistakably Demos. She was screwed. They were screwed. If Paul’s the sharp
intake of breath meant anything, he had come to that same conclusion.


“Sorry to leave you where you
lay. Not a sign of a good host, but I was rather sure that if I had you moved,
it would be unacceptable. Please get up and join me.”


Pasting a smile on her face, she
took Paul’s outstretched hand. He had gotten up calmly as if nothing was out of
place and helped her up with a smile that seemed to say ‘Hang on. We will get
out of this.’


“Introductions are in order. I am
Tayrel. I of course know who you are.”


Now that she was standing up and
the shock of seeing a Demos dressed like a gangster was over she completed her
observation. He was tall, six five if she had to take a guess. His features
were sharp. He had a nice chin with a point on the end and a blade for a nose. His
lips were stellar if you wanted to kiss a Demos. They were slightly thick with
a soft look that said come hither. The eyes were scary, although if they had
been a drawing or a painting you would be attracted to them. Slightly slanted
and definitely silver with black pupils. But it was the hair that drew
everything together. It was silver, but in no way dull. In fact it glowed as if
it were alive.


This man would attract every woman
he looked at. He would attract or repel them. Either you loved to live
dangerously or you were a mouse who feared what went bump in the night. She
took another look at the wings and became envious of the mice of the world.


“You seem to have an unfair
advantage over us. We have no idea who you are.” Paul’s voice came out sounding
like he was not a bit worried about their host. Tara found herself trying to
hide her smile.


“He must work for Raimel.” There
was no way he worked for someone else, but when you had no weapons you
improvised.


“Ah, Tara you jest.” His laugh
came out warmly, but his eyes were cold. “Please take a seat. Can I offer you
refreshments?” He poured what looked like brandy into a small sniffer before
offering it to Paul.


“No thank you. It’s much too
early for a drink.” Tara nodded her head in agreement.


Taking a seat, she looked around.
She was in a room that she imagined would be in the home of a millionaire. There
were Exquisite pictures on the walls, furniture made out of the finest wood,
sturdy, but exceptionally well made. It was also beautiful, soft, warm and
inviting. It was conceivable that you may never want to leave a room like this.
It was open and bright with an airy feel to it. Tayrel definitely liked his
creature comforts.


“Why are we here?” Paul had
chosen to sit on the large loveseat next to Tara and now he was subtly starting
to attack.


“I brought you here, of course. I
was amused by your solution to the problem in your dimension. It was quite
advanced for your level of training. Your solution brought you to my attention.
I simply diverted your gateway at the last minute to bring you both here.”


“Where is everyone else?” Tara
needed to make sure her gateway worked and they were safe.


The smile was pure evil. It sent
chills down her back. Smiling back, she ignored the threat, deciding to wait
and hide under her cover when she got home. If she got home.


“At first they were on that
barren rock you picked. Excellent job by the way. I am impressed you found it
since it was hidden. It would have been a slaughter you know. There was no way
that Demos and friends could have won. I decided to give them a fighting chance
and redirected all of them to a different Earth reality. Now there can be a
real fight.”


Was he insane? A real fight? What
had the last couple of years of her life been? A tutoring program for when the
real trouble starts? Those kids and the staff would have been innocent
casualties of a stupid war if the Demos had gotten free. There was no way they
would have spared their lives. It was killed or be killed and she had decided
to live, so she wanted them dead.


“Where are we? I guess that’s the
most compelling question.” She looked over at Paul after asking it. She was
looking for a clue as to how he might want to proceed.


“Yes, that is the question. Right
now you’re in my house. I brought you here with hopes of ending this war before
it began.”


The smile on Paul’s face was
beautiful. It was distracting her from what Tayrel was saying. How come she had
never realized just how handsome he was or how he made her heart race? Hearing
her name was enough to bring her back to the present.


“Tara and I would be happy to
iron out an agreement that would put an end to all of this. Why don’t we go
back to considering the Earth a closed world? That way we can all live our
separate lives.”


She had to smile at that. Paul
did seem to have a way of upsetting people while making his request seem
perfectly legitimate.


“We are way beyond the Earth
being quarantined Paul. The birth of you and Tara, more importantly the power
of your gifts, will draw every species within this galaxy to your door.
Consider yourselves a beacon, broadcasting loudly, that you’re ready to play
with all your galactic neighbors.”


“Sounds like we will have to turn
those beacons off.” She gave a slight smile with that statement. How the hell
could they get out of here? Exactly where was here? “If you do not work for
Raimel, why are we here?”


“Raimel has a grudge against you,
with you being hope and all. His murderous feelings towards you will end with
your death. How dreary to let a perfectly good feeling of hatred drop with a
single death. He is simply a convenient worker in a system I created. Think of
him as a gangster and myself as the Godfather.”


She wasn’t sure if she was
choking or laughing at that last statement. Here she thought she was
certifiable. “Exactly what do you know about the Godfather?”


“We have watched how you
chronical your history, your wars and the way your people act and react. Hours
upon hours of Earth time have we watched those which you so diligently put on
what you call television.”


Paul and Tara looked at each
other and shrugged. God save them from aliens that watched television.


“So you’re the Godfather,
directing all the actions of the others?”


“Yes I am in charge.”


“Go ahead and say it.” Tara
smiled at him while she waited.


“Say what?”


“You know what I am talking
about. You’re dying to say it.”


He seemed to ignore her as he
looked down at the desk in front of him.


“You may never get another chance
to say it.” She taunted him, knowing it was never a good thing, but needing to
anyway. She needed to find a crack that she could manipulate later.


“Amazing that you’re still alive
with an attitude like that.” 


“Just trying to give you a chance,
but your right it’s such a cheesy statement. I wouldn’t say it either. So are
we your prisoners or are we free to leave?”


“You’re my guests and as such I
am sure you’re not ready to leave yet. You just got here. Before you ask, you
will be free to leave as soon as your army is eliminated. They will get no more
help from you.”


“Why don’t you just kill us?” He
was tired of playing games and wanted some real answers.


“If you die right now all the
pieces on the board reset.” He hit a button on the desk and the door opened. Two
Demos came in and waited, standing at military attention. “Escort my guests to
their room.”


Standing up, they followed the
guards to the door.


“Tara.” She stopped and turned to
look at Tayrel. “I would have made you an offer you couldn’t refuse.” With a
smile on her face she turned and followed the guards out the door.


They were led out of the room and
through a nice hallway until they reached a beautiful staircase. Scarlet O’Hara
anyone? On the second floor they were led to a beautiful room that felt like a
gilded cage. There was a sitting room that led into a bedroom with a bathroom
off one wall.


“It’s beautiful.” Tara said
looking around.


“I would trade it for the
warehouse in a heartbeat.”


Smiling Tara nodded. “So would I,
but at least it’s not a dark cell or a basement lined with cuffs that we will
soon be attached too.”


“Ok that’s a good point. How do
we get out of here?” Paul paused for a minute before adding “What was the
goading about downstairs. Do you think we are being listened too?”


“I don’t think they were big on
bugging rooms when the Godfather was made. I doubt we are being listened too.
Although I am sure that the galaxy as a whole has more things than we can
imagine, so a listening device is really low on the list of things to be
worried about. Next, if he thinks he’s the Godfather then there has to be a
list of lines he has picked up from watching television that he wants to use.
Who else in the galaxy will understand him besides us?”


Paul, sank down onto the couch
next to Tara in the sitting room. “Ok, but how did you guess that and why that
line.”  


“Come on. Think about it. How
many great lines have you heard? If you could slip them into normal
conversation, wouldn’t you? Then you would just sit back and grin as you
watched the people around you react to the line.”


“Point taken. I can think of a
few nice ones. Why that one? Was it the one you were expecting?”


“It was. It’s just so polite and
yet almost evil. More importantly when he said it, he showed a crack, a small
insignificant one. Maybe with time we will be able to widen it and use it
against him.”


“Now what?”


“Now we find a way out of here.”


“Right this way.” They walked
over to a window and drew back the curtains. The window was made out of
something that they had never seen before. It was unbreakable and it would not
open. Although from the view below breaking it would have been a death
sentence. 


They were in their city or what
looked like their city. Demos walked up and down the streets while others had
stopped to chat. Some had children who were walking behind them or flying in
the air, but the truly frightening sight was the humans. They were being
treated like chattel, hauling packages and running to do whatever they were told.


Those who did not move fast
enough were being punished on the spot. No one reacted to the punishments and
no one lifted a hand to help those in trouble.


“Where are we?” She could hear
the horror in his voice as he checked the location.


“Pittsburgh?” She was grateful
she had missed dinner. The nausea she felt from the sight below her would have
never been contained otherwise. How could this be Earth?


“No way. Last I looked we were
not slaves.”


“Paul can you let me into your
shield?”


“Yes.” Closing his eyes he let
out a sigh. “You’re in. It was much easier this time.”


She reached for the door to their
home. “The door home is blocked. It looks like it has been sealed shut. In fact
the doors to all the other planets I know have been locked. What do we do now?”


“Let’s just think. We came up
with something earlier.”


“Where are we? This is definitely
not Earth.” Tara hated when her voice started to sound thin and reedy. She
could hear it going in that direction. She took a deep breath not wanting to
panic.


“What if it is Earth? Ok just follow
me for a moment. If it looks like Earth and it quacks like Earth then it must
be Earth. Right?” The smile he cast her fell flat leaving her to take deeper
breaths.


“What? Like planet of the apes
when you see the statue of liberty in the sand? Future Earth?”


“Can’t be future Earth it looks
too much like our time line.”


“What if it is our time, but not
our timeline? What if we are in a dimension that is parallel to ours? For all
intense and purpose it is our time just a different dimension.” She raised a
brow liking it better than the future earth theory.


“Tara, we watch too much
television.”


“I know. Getting rid of the
television is on my to do list once we get home.”


“Home. That sounds good.”


“It does, but we have to get
there first.”


“What if we are in our world, but
with a different time line? Let’s say there are thousand’s if not millions of
possible timelines and changing one thing put us in a different line. Our timeline
still exists, but the door to it has simply been closed.” Paul took a deep
breath before continuing. “Then all we have to do is find a timeline that will
allow us to access the door to our timeline.”


“Good plan. How exactly are we
going to do that?”


“Jumping out of the pan into the
fire.”


“What?”


“Tayrel said he had moved the
fight to someplace that gave the demos a fighting chance. So there must be
buildings and places to recharge. Why not open a door into a time line of Earth,
just not this one. There’s a possibility that we could open a door to our earth
and our timeline from there.


She walked over and sat on the
bed. It really was a pretty prison. If one had to be held hostage this was the
place to be. 


“Have you ever thought of not
fighting? Giving into the inevitable?” She wasn’t suggesting they quit. It’s
just that she would have liked a break.


Moving to sit by her side Paul
put his arms around her and held her close. “Does seem like we have seen a lot
in a little bit of time. For you though it must feel like you have been fighting
forever. Do you want to give in? Just hide until it’s over?”


She rested her head on his chest
and simply let the heat of his body warm her. His musky scent was surrounding
her and for just a minute she dreamed of a house and a normal life with him.
Squashing stupid dreams, she came back to reality.


“No. I just want to rest.”


“I know, but we have to get home
first.”


“What about Amanda?”


“We can’t help her if we can’t
help ourselves. Beside, even Tayrel said it, Raimel wants you not her. We just
have to hope she will be ok.” He said the last part with a smart aleck grin on
his face.


Punching him in the shoulder she
stood up and started looking for a door in their timeline theory. The search
took a while, but finally she stumbled over something they might be able to use.


“I think I found it, but the only
way to know for sure is to step through.”


“Of course. I wouldn’t have it
any other way.”


“Then here we go. Paul tell me
what epic line are you dying to say?”


They were standing with an open
doorway into a world which was pitch black. There was no way of telling what
was on the other side. Gateways to timelines did not work like doorways to
worlds. So there was no telling if there was a future on the other side. It was
simply a chance they had to take. The worst case scenario, they died. The best
case scenario, the world reset itself.


“That one’s easy.” He replied. “I
see you.” They walked into the darkness together.
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It had not been an easy
transition between timelines, not that she had been expecting one. Yet ending
up sprawled on her behind again hadn’t been the plan either. Rubbing her behind,
she looked around to see that she was in a room that was filled with boxes.
Paul lay next to her getting his bearing’s when they heard a door open.


Two aliens she had never seen walked
in. They had skin that was a dark shade of red and seemed to be bald from where
she was hiding. They hauled in what looked like an industrial-sized, round
container between them, placing it on the far wall.


“Why do we always get the grunt
work?” The shorter of the two spoke up.


“Be glad we get the grunt work.
From what I hear, things are not going in our favor right now.”


“I thought Tayrel, ah the Godfather
captured them, taking them out the battle?”


“He did, but I don’t think it’s
making a difference. They are determined to win. Although, we can always pull
out our secret weapon.” The taller of the two slapped the other on the back.
“Not that it matters we are picking them off one by one. They won’t know what
happened when it hits them.”


“So we are on the winning side.”


Laughing the taller one gave the
other’s shoulder a punch. “Of course we are, brother. We never back a loser.” There
was a sound of a bell and he pulled his communicator out. He frowned when he
finished looking around with suspicion. 


“They’re gone.”


“Who’s gone?”


“The gateway and the shield. They
may be here. We are to go join the search for them.” They struck the container
once with hard fists and left. 


“We need to go. They are looking
for us.” Tara had sighed silently when she watched them leave. She wiped her
sweaty palms along the sides of her great pants that she really wanted to get
out of right about now. Throwing Paul a casual look she worked on her breathing
before he noticed how fast and shallow it was.


“Which means we are safer right
here. What we really need to do is check that container.” Paul was staring at
the container.


“Why?” She looked over to the container
and then back at him. His eyes were fixed on that container as if it had a
beacon calling out his name.


“What makes a man hit a container
before he goes out on a hunt?”


“Why are you asking me?”


They circled the container
looking at it, but not touching it.


“I have seen men and women who
had been left for dead in things like trash bags and worse. One thing most had
in common was that the perp felt a need to make their already miserable lives
worse.”


“Like banging on a metal
container if it contained a living body.” Thea replied with a grimace.


“You got it. Let’s open this up.”


They pulled at the lid, but it
wouldn’t budge no matter how they pried at it.  Sighing in frustration they
leaned against the crate. Soon they began a search of the room they were in,
noting that they were in a warehouse. Finally they found a couple of crow bars
and slowly began to pry the top off.


Inside they found a winged angel?
Pulling her out, Paul started CPR. She began to cough after a few minutes. He
sat and smiled.


“She will live.” The joy in his
voice was enough to make Tara want to stop and stay forever in that minute. She
gave herself a small shake to get herself under control.


“That’s great. I hope the rest of
us live too.”


“Tara.” He just smiled at her and
shook his head. 


Leaning over he helped the new
arrival sit up. “I am Paul and this is Tara. What is your name?”


She looked over and shook her
head. She had screwed up this time. “I am April.”


“Nice to meet you April. I am a
doctor, how are you feeling?”


“Much better now that I know I will
live.” April gave him a smile before continuing. “Thank you. Paul.”


“Do you know where we are?” Tara
asked April wondering what the white wings represented.


“Yes you’re in a time where you
no longer exist.” April’s face gave away nothing.


“Exactly what does that mean?”
Tara’s voice sounded like she was challenging April. One more unknown thrown
into this was not something we need.


“It means you have a chance to
help this timeline as well as your actual timeline. The choices you make will
effect two worlds.”


Paul looked at Tara they really
didn’t need more pressure. “Exactly how do you know this?”


April had the nerve to look a
little guilty before she answered. “I am assigned to watch over, Tara.”


“Like my guardian angel? Well let
me be the first to say you have failed miserably.” She took a deep breath
getting ready for the next part of her tirade, but nothing came out.


“There were some situations I
just couldn’t help you with. You had to be allowed to make your own choices.
Tayrel, came as a surprise. He wasn’t expected to make a play so soon. So I am
here, getting caught, which was not in the plan, but necessary in order to get
close to you.”


“Well you’re next to me. What
now?”


A hologram appeared in the air of
a young teenager. She had what had to be the deepest green eyes Tara had ever
seen, pale skin and long black hair.


“Who is she?” Paul asked staring
at the picture.


“She’s your mission.” April
answered encouraging them to look closer as she pointed to the picture.


“What happened to the mission of
getting home alive?” Tara tried to retreat from the image. Now she wasn’t just
hope in her timeline, but she needed to be hope in another timeline. Was she
whining? No. She just didn’t know how to handle all of this.


“There’s more to life than
safety. Eventually you will learn that. If she dies this world dies.” April’s
voice came out hard.


“Where is she? How do we save
her?” Paul came between them.


“I can’t help you with that one
Paul. I will say this, the answer is in Tara’s past. Good luck.” With a smile
April disappeared. No gateway needed.


“Tara.”


“No, don’t Tara me.” She started
to pace back and forth feeling the tirade that should have come earlier about
to explode now. “Some angel chick just shows up and says she’s my guardian angel.
No apology for the hell I have lived through. No wish I could have helped more.
On top of that, no here’s some magic fairy dust to pop yourselves home. No she
couldn’t say that.”


She stopped pacing and just stood
there with her eyes closed. She knew she was rambling and making no real sense.
Yet she understood. It was a deep frustration of feeling like her life wasn’t
her own. That she had somehow been targeted at birth, labeled the omega. She
was tired of it. That’s where her initial death wish came from. That’s where
her running originated. She had simply become tired of being someone else’s
patsy. Maybe it was time to change her life around.


She smiled at him giving him an,
I am really not mental look. “So we go save a teen with amazing green eyes?”


“Are you sure you’re up to it?”


“Yeah.”


“So where do we start? She said
to look to your past.”


Tara didn’t know the answer to
that, but she did know how to get home. “The gateway is downtown, top of the
triangle.”


“How do you know that?”


“I felt it immediately after we
arrived.” It was like she was attuned to it. She could feel in in her body. The
location of every gateway or doorway within about a hundred miles resonated in
her body. She had also figured out the difference between a gateway and a
doorway. A gateway took you to a different timeline. A doorway took you to a
different place within the same timeline.


She started pacing again. What did
she mean look to my past? She had lived all over the city and spent all her
time roaming the city. This teen could be any one. Why would she know a teen?
Any friends she had would be around her age. When was the last time she had
friends? Real friends the kind you laugh with.


“We’re going to the Hill.” Tara’s
voice was a shock in the silent room.


“The Hill? Why?”


“I grew up there. Spent a lot of
time there. That’s where my friends were before I ran. More importantly I would
go back there even after I ran. If there was a teen who knew me I bet it was
through one of my friends.” She smiled feeling almost as if she could be in
charge.


“Next question. Where are we are
in relation to the hill?”


“I took a good look outside
earlier. I think we are on Centre. Down the hill to get to town and up the hill
to get to the Hill District.”


“After you.”


Getting out the building was no
problem since it was empty. The streets on the other hand were crawling with
demos and other life forms. She tried for a fast doorway up the street, but
everything was locked up tight. They would have to do this the old fashioned
way.


Paul took lead putting his finger
to his lips as he slipped out of the building and quickly hid behind a
dumpster. She waited until a demos passed and then did the same. The area was
not built up the way it was in her time line. The streets were littered with
garbage. There were big dumpsters lining the streets, yet the trash lay on the
ground. There were metal looking boxes all around looking, like someone may live
in them.


Moving slowly, they stayed in the
shadows thankful for the night. They made their way up the street and finally
ran out of material to blend in with. They were looking at freedom corner. Tara
wiped her eyes because it was becoming obvious there was no freedom in this
world.


“How much further?”


“Six, eight, ten blocks. It’s
hard to tell.” Tara squinted looking up the hill then shrugged her shoulders.


“We’re going to have to make a
run for it.” Paul grabbed her hand squeezed.


“Hope these boots hold up.” Tara
threw him a smile.


Paul started out at a slow jog,
trying to blend in with the night as much as possible. They ran for a block
without anyone noticing them before they heard the first shout.


“Stop identify yourselves.”


They kept running as if nothing
was wrong.


“Last warning. Stop now!” She knew
the stranger had a weapon from the confident sound of his voice. One heartbeat
later it was being fired at them, going just above their heads as a warning.


They took off running leaving the
relative ease of the roads to veer off into the overgrowth that seemed to be everywhere.
They could hear shouts of capture them in the background as they ran faster. 


They ran for what felt like hours
but Tara knew it had only been around thirty minutes, but she was tiring fast.


“Paul, I need to rest.”


“We need to keep moving.”


“If I keep moving I am going to
pass out.”


“If we stop we will have to
fight.”


“Because if we run they won’t
catch us?” The exasperation in her voice seemed to get his attention. He came
to an abrupt halt, Tara was thankful for that. Her legs felt like they wanted
to cramp and she was breathing hard.


“We have to keep moving.” Paul
took off walking at a fast pace, but it was still slower than the run had been.


“I know, but at least we are
walking now.”


They walked, trying not to jump
at every sound they heard. Tara ,took the lead. She was the most familiar with
the terrain. They came up to what she assumed was their equivalent of a fence
with a guard tower about fifty feet down.


“That shouldn’t be there.”


“The Demos shouldn’t be here, but
they are.”


Signing she shook her head. Paul
was right. Why should a fence and a guard tower surprise her? This world had
been taken over by things that went bump in the night. Was there really any
hope for them? She cringed at the word hope since she seemed to personalize the
emotion. 


“Which way now?” Paul whispered,
before they heard a branch snap.


Turning, they were facing Raimel,
her own personal nightmare. He almost looked happy. Her life was now forfeit. She
was sure of that. There was no way he was taking her back to Tayrel. She would
end up an unfortunate causality in a war she had been drafted into. Life was so
not fair. The only question left to wonder was if her death would be enough to
reset the board. She wasn’t going to live long enough to find out.


“Raimel, so nice to see you. How
have you been?” Tara’s voice was sugary sweet hoping that catching more flies
with sugar was true.


“Much better now that I have
found you.” The look he sent her way was triumphant. His lips were turned up in
a smile and Tara almost thought she saw both joy and hope in his eyes. Shaking
her head she desperately looked for a way out. 


“I guess you will be calling
Tayrel and collecting a big reward for our return?” She tried to plant a
thought in his head, but had no faith it would work.


“The shield will have a big
reward, but you will not make it back. You understand right? It’s personal.”


“Of course it is. How, I wonder,
did you of all people end up finding us?”


“I know you. While everyone is
waiting for you at the triangle I knew you would try and help the world. You’re
such a bleeding heart. If you’re looking for your doppelganger she died a long
time ago.”


“Is that why this world was
overtaken with Demos because she was not here to fight?”


“Partially. Without hope the
humans began to give up.”


“Partially? What else happened?
What could explain this?” She swept her arm out to indicate what could almost
be a police state. This was the kind of thing that only happened in horror
films. Not in real life. Closing her eyes briefly she considered clicking her
heels three times, then remembered that only worked in movies.


“The will to fight seemed to
leave the humans. They offered no resistance. It was such an unexpected bonus.
No hope, no will to survive, they were all ours for the taking.” Raimel looked
detached, this bothered Tara more than the look of Joy she had seen earlier. 


“If you have this timeline why do
you want mine?” Tara asked more to keep him talking than to hear anything he
had to say. She was running out of time and needed a plan.


Raimel pulled out a deadly
looking sword. Deadly, yet beautiful. One swing would remove her head from her
body. If he did it right, it might almost be painless.


“What glory is there in an
adversary that does not fight back? What tales of greatness to pass on if the
battle was never a real one? A people who will not defend what is there’s do
not deserve to live. We will destroy this timeline and then we will dominate
yours.”


The whole time he had been
talking, she had slowly been trying to move away. Putting space not only
between herself and the fence, but between her and him. Maybe she might make an
escape, even if it was limited before he swung.


“The glory is killing someone
like you who keeps fighting even when she thinks she has nothing left to fight
for.”


He swung his sword as she threw herself
to the ground. He stood and laughed as he watched her. Turning, he knocked Paul
out with a blast that sent him to the ground unable to move. Stalking her, he
made sure she was cornered and lifted the sword again.


“You won’t feel a thing.” Raising
the sword over his head he never heard the small being behind him. One minute
his sword was raising the next there was a knife jutting out of his back.
Instead of falling dead like a good Demos he disappeared.


Before Tara could say thank you,
someone slipped up beside her and knocked her out.
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Tara woke trying to move, but
nothing she did allowed her to wiggle free. She was sitting in a chair
struggling to breathe. Opening her mouth, nothing came out. She looked over to
see Paul in a chair next to hers. Well they wouldn’t be making escape plans. Of
course this meant they couldn’t express their undying love either. They would have
to be in love for that to happen. She didn’t have time for that in her life
anyway.


“Who are you and what are you
doing here?”


Coming back to the present, she
looked into the darkness trying to see who was talking. Eventually they would
remember that they had gagged them. The voice continued to talk, but she
ignored it looking around the room. They had to be in a cellar. The type that
you would see in a house a hundred years old. It had a brick cellar that was
cold and creepy looking. Where had this house come from?  There had been none
close to where she had passed out. The area had been empty except for the fence
and the guard booth. There had been no sentry. It had stood tall like a silent
sentry, observing scenes of devastation that were no longer visible to the
naked eye.


She was ungagged from behind with
a rough voice in her ear telling her not to turn around.


“I will ask you one more time,
who are you and what are you doing here?” The voice was definitely female. She
almost wanted to smile it seemed they were always rescued by young females.


“I am Tara and that’s Paul next
to me. We are trying to get home.”


“You don’t live around here.”


“No.”


“You don’t live on this planet.”


“Now that can be argued.” Tara
gave a brief smile, maybe the whole universe was smaller than she had thought.


Had she jumped from the frying
pan into the fire? She was sure whoever was talking was human, but right now
that offered no comfort. This timeline was dead and she had no idea why.


“Why don’t we stop playing
games?”


Bless Paul, he really did like to
come to the point.


“Why are you here?” Their captor
asked again. Was there a hint of frustration in that voice? Maybe the sound of
youth growing inpatient? 


“Well it’s simple. We were
attacked by demos, but somehow survived. Then we found out there was a plan to
invade our timeline. We came up with a counter plan. When we put the plan into
effect we were captured. Maybe to be held for huge amounts of money, but more
than likely to be held as a token to make our people fall into line. Anyway we
escaped and ended up here. Now all we want to do is return to our timeline, but
instead we are being held captive again.” Tara said this as if it was no big
deal to her.


Being held captive was right up
there with passing out and waking up someplace new. When this was over, if it
was over, she would have to write a memoir of what not to do if you wake up a
gateway.


“Now.” Paul said, pulling her out
of her thoughts. “You know who we are and why we are here. It’s time to tell us
who you are.”


“I am Ariel.” The voice said
slowly leaving the shadows. “I know she should not exist.” The extended finger
was pointing at Tara.


Of course I shouldn’t exist. I
was told that I was dead on this world. Of course I was hoping dead meant I had
simply not been born? Yeah I knew better, but a girl can hope.


“Why shouldn’t I exist?”


“Because you’re dead.” 


She said it so naturally, as if
there were no doubt about it that I had to stop and consider it. Yeah, it was
the other me not the real me, but this was one of those times I wondered if
that was just splitting hairs?


“As you can see I am here. Very
much alive.” Well at least for the minute. The way things were going my death
did seem to be imminent. “I am obviously alive and not some sort of ghost or
zombie.” As if we needed one more scary thing to come to life. “So why didn’t
you just kill me and go on with your life?” There had to be a reason I was
here.


“Because of my cousins.”


She had finally stepped out of
the shadows. She had straight black hair that looked like it had never seen a
chemical. Now that made me envious. Skin that was beautiful. It was not too
light and not too dark, but truly sun kissed. In my timeline, she would be a
model. She was lovely. In the end though, it was her eyes.


She lifted her face and her
shocking green eyes staked me. I could barely breathe around my astonishment.
They were not a natural green. They were other worldly green. Where could she
have gotten eyes like that? Heck how many humans would kill to have eyes like
that? Or kill to make sure no one with eyes like that ever looked at them
again? It was like she could read your soul, your very essence. I am betting
her life was hell.


She slipped a big pair of
oversized shades on. The kind that had gone out of style many years ago for me.
It left me wondering how long the Demos had been here.


“Do I know your cousins?”


“Maybe not, but the one who
looked like you did. She loved my cousins and they loved her. They would tell
me about her and as I got older they would take me around her. She was always
nice to me.”


“Of course she was. You were a
baby and she would have loved holding and playing with you.”


“Maybe. Whatever the reason, she
was good to my family. Because she is dead, but I will repay her kindness with
you.”


“You return all your favors by
tying your guests up?”


 I smiled when I said it. I
really couldn’t help myself. First thing, I liked her. She had to be between
nineteen and twenty-three. Living here in this time line couldn’t be easy, but
it was more than that. Both she and I knew she had saved my life. Yet she had
not mentioned it or puffed up in pride about it. She was very mature for one so
young. She was also the girl in the hologram, so I was in the right place to do
whatever. So yeah I smiled, because maybe just this once everything would turn
out in my favor.


She nodded her head to the
shadows. “Untie them.”


The ropes binding my hands and
feet were cut and blood began to surge through my joints. Yep, life was looking
up. I looked over to see Paul rubbing his wrists helping. Now what?


“Do you remember me?”


Yeah I did. In my time line she
would be a little younger? Maybe not. I remember holding her and making her
laugh. More importantly, I remembered her cousins were my friends. They could
make me laugh. I missed them something fierce when I ran, but I needed to go.
Also my not being around made sure that their lives were safe.


“I remember you. I am surprised
you remember me. John my oldest cousin made sure I would always remember you.
Now we will find out if his death was worth it. Follow me.” Ariel’s voice was
laced with grief.


She led us out a door into what
looked like a maze of halls. There were two young men guarding the door. They
were brawnier than I would have thought given the state of this time line. Each
nodded respectfully to her and then took up positons of security as we followed
her.


“I tell them all the time I do
not need a protector, but they seem to never hear what I have to say.” She
laughed, then sighed good naturedly. “It is nice to have them around. This is
our city. It’s an underground city, but it is ours. Here there are no demos.
Here we can live freely.”


We had walked for quite some time
before coming to what looked like a large open community space. There were
people all around with artificial light everywhere. There were those that
looked like street vendors hawking their wares. It was like a scene from a
renaissance fair. The more I looked, the more I smiled. It was a different life,
but in the end that didn’t matter. They had found a way to survive.


The people of this timeline had not
just laid down and died. They had adapted in such a way that the Demos above
had no idea of what was under their noses. Suddenly, I was happier than I had
been in a long time. They still had hope and the will to fight. I felt like we
had a chance no matter what happened to me.


“This is where you come to sell
your goods? Is there a hospital around here?” Leave it to Paul to ask about the
medical facilities.


“Yes to both questions. We have a
large underground system here. Not just here, but all over the country.” Tara
had to smile at the pride she heard in Ariel’s voice.


“That’s amazing. Why do the demos
think that you have given up?” Tara wanted to try and reconcile what she was
seeing with what she had seen on the surface.


“There are still those who choose
to live above. Some of them are spies. They keep us informed of what the Demos
are up to. Others are older and they feel they cannot adjust to life
underground, so they say if they have to die so we can live, so be it. Still
others simply choose to live above ground and no one knows their reasons.
Either way, enough stayed to make the Demos think they have won.”


“But you haven’t given up.” Paul
looked around wishing he could see a hospital. “You’re just waiting for
something or someone.” Tara knew the last was a shot in the dark, but once said
it really made sense.


“Yes we are waiting. Shall we continue
our tour?”


Tara hung back to trade looks
with Paul. They were waiting on her of course. That was the easy part to figure
out. The why was so much harder? From the looks of it the other Tara had died
many years ago. Why would Ariel be expecting her to come then? How did a young
girl her age become the leader of this rag tag group in Pittsburgh? What was it
about her eyes that was trying to jog a memory loose?


They took a trip through the
local infirmary as they called it. Paul was impressed despite himself. The
physicians had managed to salvage many of the modern day machines, those that
weren’t too heavy, and even make them work underground. They had both natural
and man-made medicines they were using. In some ways, it was like the Demos had
never invaded. That is if you could ignore the living underground part. 


They had schools to teach not
only the children, but those who wished to specialize in a field of interest
like medicine. They also had a communication system that kept them abreast of
the news happening across the world. There was only one thing missing.
Soldiers. 


“What you have done here is mind
boggling. To be able to move a whole society underground and keep it running.
How was this managed?”


Ariel smiled at Paul. His praise
for what they had been able to do was radiating as joy from the smile on her
face. “Everyone pulled together when I was still young. Doctors, lawyers,
scientists you name them, they helped. My cousins were part of that number. They
called it the new world order. There was so much chaos during that time.”


                                       
********


Ariel thought about what it had
been like to see what looked like people with wings on their backs, black
wings. The devout had thought that Satan had been unleashed on them. Even now
she could see how they would think that. There had been those who thought they
truly were demons and tried to worship them. That had not ended well. More than
anything, there had been panic in the streets. The looting had been
overwhelming. People just taking what they wanted or thought they needed.


There had been many deaths simply
because someone had been trampled or tried to take something away from someone
bigger. The children had been kept inside because it had become a danger to be
out. The Demos had bathed in the chaos. It seemed to feed their sick desires.


All would have been lost if not
for the plan. The plan the other Tara had put in place and died to protect. Now
she was back and it was now or never. If this last part did not succeed, then
they were all dead. Ariel would make sure their planning wouldn’t be for
nothing. 


“Surviving was not easy. We
should have died and probably would have if not for the plan. The underground
cities were already under construction when the Demos arrived. We already had a
place to retreat to. Not just here, but all over the world. We survived because
of foresight and people putting their lives on the line.”


“That person is to be commended.”


Ariel gave Paul a weak smile.
“Yes she is.”


“Where are all the doctors,
lawyers, scientists and let’s not forget the government officials?”


“They are dead, Tara. The Demos
wasted no time. They went for the heads of every government first. They felt
that any resistance would come from them. They had no idea that your doppelganger
started much lower on the totem pole. We were able to rescue some of the children
of the government and military, but that was all. We moved people down here. Since
there had been so much senseless death, no one including the Demos, had any
idea of the death toll. That sad truth worked in our favor.”


“So you have schools and
teachers. You have businesses and vendors. We have walked by many places that I
assume are housing. You even have an infirmary and physicians and nurses to run
it. I have seen laughing children and smiling parents. I have seen teens and
happiness in the midst of bad times. What I haven’t seen besides your two
protectors is a military facility. Some place you train your men and women to
fight.”


       
*****************************************


Tara watched as she pushed her too
big sunglasses back up her nose to hide her flashing eyes.


“Why would we need a military?”
She was trying for nonchalance, but fell short of pulling it off.


“A military would help you to
take your planet back.”


“Tell that to all the men and
women who are dead. They may disagree with you.”


“Point noted. No matter what you
think, the Demos will eventually find you down here. When they do, if you’re
not ready to fight, they will destroy you. Children and all.” Tara pushed the
point home using it like a sword to find her weak spot.


“I have been wondering why you
and your friend were stumbling around my neck of the woods instead of finding
your way to the only open gateway in this vicinity.” Tara smiled hearing the
anger in Ariel’s voice. 


“We were looking for you. Thank
you for finding us. That made it so much easier.” Now they were getting
someplace. Hopefully the anger Ariel was feeling wouldn’t make her refuse their
help.


“Why?”


“If I knew the answer to that, we
would have left already. Why didn’t you kill us?” She wasn’t buying the whole you
were nice to me as a child story.


“You died to protect this. The
underground city. Not just this one, but all of them. In the process of your
dying, you saved my cousins lives. Told them they had been born for such a time
as this. Because they lived they saved my life. When they died they reminded me
that it had always been me. I just needed to wait until I saw hope one more
time. That would be you correct?”


Tara nodded, but said nothing. They
were now sitting down at a small food vendor. Paul had ordered for them so she
took the time to eat and avoid answering out loud. Time was running out. She
needed to put all the pieces together.


She turned at the sound of
running feet. There stood a teen about fifteen. Her hair was matted to her head
in sweat. It was obvious she had just run full speed from somewhere and the
panicked look in her eyes meant it was not for fun.


She nodded respectfully to Ariel
and waited.


“Speak.”


“The Demos have found one of our
underground entrances. The one in town.”
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Tara looked into Paul’s eyes and
nodded. This fight had to happen sooner or later and sooner seemed to be the
way things were going. The Demos who had found the entrance would have to be
dealt with. Killing was so not on her resume, but they had shown a complete
willingness to kill her. Or at least torture her. She sat still watching Ariel.
She had to be the one to make the decision for war.


“Seems I am to be infected by the
plague of hope you carry with you. Instead of calling for a retreat we will
defend our doorway.” Ariel stood with her two protectors and began to run down
the hill.


Although Tara had no sense of
direction underground she did know The Hill District. Down could only mean a
few things. They were headed to town, she was sure of it. They had already been
half way there. Ariel gave the signal to stop, leaving them roughly a half a
block away from the Demos if the sound of their voices could be trusted.


The area they were in was very
congested and looked like part of an old subway system. There were wide open
platforms and other sections that had been used for storage, out of the sight
of the pedestrians. They moved quietly, staying hidden in the area behind what
was once the tracks until they could see the Demos. They counted seven figures.


“Should we tell the commander we
found something?” The first voice hit Thea’s ears making her want to sigh. Here
we go again.


“Let’s see where it goes. If we
find something worth reporting we may end up receiving an award from Tayrel. If
on the other hand this leads nowhere.” The Demos shivered as the thought sunk
in.


The sound of that voice sent an
icy shiver down Theas back. It did not matter. She couldn’t catch a break. Motioning
to Paul they moved a little closer so they could get a better look.


“Are you sure you want to come to
the attention of Tayrel?” This came from a Demos with white hair. “I have heard
that is it is much better to stay unnoticed, no matter how glorious your news
is.”


“That is why so few of you
advance through the ranks. You are all too scared or hopeless to see that there
could be more for you.” He said this with a taunt as if it was an old argument
between them.


“Jonis, you will find that you
are headed towards an early grave.”


The white haired Demos gave the
word for them to move on and explore some more.


“You will not regret this.” Jonis
said with a smile as he headed out.


Their small group watched as the
Demos moved out exploring the space in front of them, going in the wrong
direction. At least moving away from the sub city of The Hill.


“What now?” One of the totally
silent protectors said.


Tara nearly jumped out of her
skin when she heard that deep bass voice. She had begun to think of them as mute,
but obviously at least one of them could speak.


Ariel Laughed. “They both speak
quite elegantly. They simply prefer to wait until we are alone before they
voice their concerns. The fact that they have chosen to speak in front of you
means they approve of you. That is a high honor coming from them.”


Tara smiled at both the
protectors noting how handsome they were. Then she waited for Ariel to answer
the question.


“We have to go after them. They
are in no danger of finding us, but they will find others who may not be
prepared for them.” With a sigh she took off after them.


They followed them staying far
enough behind not to be noticed, but see them. It soon became obvious that they
were going to have to engage in battle. They were not giving up and soon they
would find a sub city.


“Stop.”


This had come from the silver
haired leader. His command to stop had not only halted his army of five Demos
and two other aliens. It had also halted their party. They stood still blending
in with the shadows and barely breathing.


“Someone is following us.” They
all moved out and looked around finding no one.


“I don’t see anyone.” Jonis came
up talking in a hushed tone of voice. He sounded like a character in an old
movie humoring the Demos in front of him. He stood with one hand on his hip,
daring the leader of the Demos army to prove him wrong.


“It surprises me many times over
that you’re still alive.” The leader stated in a calm voice.


“That’s because I do not stop and
look for things that are not really there.” Jonis’s voice had risen louder with
each word.


 Ariel nodded. It was now or
never. They attacked with weapons that Ariel had been able to provide. Tara was
sure she had opened a doorway and simply grabbed them.


The Demos immediately met the
threat head on. The clanging of weapons could be heard as the fight raged on.
Jonis and his brother had not drawn weapons. They had turned tail and started
to run. The more Tara watched them trying to slither their way out, the more
she became convinced that the real threat was in those two. Breaking off she
followed them.


She didn’t know why, but after
all these years her senses were sharp and she knew enough to follow her
hunches. Silently she stalked them through the tunnel they were now running
down. Definitely a subway station she thought. They stopped waiting for her to
come into sight.


“Stop or we kill you. Better yet,
give up. You are alone and we are deadly enemies to have.” Janis said with a
cocky grin.


“I saw how deadly you were when
you turned tail and ran.” Tara taunted with a small laugh.


“A deadly enemy is one that lives
to fight again.” Jonis replied with that same grin that said I am in charge
now.


“Then your time of deadliness has
come to an end.”


“Listen brother, an Earthling
threatens us.” The other brother spoke. “Do you know who we are? We are the brother’s
Dacian. Apart we are dangerous. Together we are unstoppable.”


“Do you know who I am?” She came
out of the shadows and heard them gasp as they finally saw her. “I am Taraja. The
very name means hope. I am more than just hope. I am the hope of multiple
timelines. I am the thing that makes the Demos shake. Within me lays not only
the future of my world, but the future of the galaxy. Boys, you do not scare
me.” She would examine all that had just poured out her mouth later. But right
now she had a battle to fight.


The short one ran to her with a
battle cry, blocking her sword thrust and knocking her down with a jab to the
stomach.


“You are the mighty hope of multiple
timelines? They should shake in fear.” Jonis mocked her as he got in a blow,
once again toppling her after she had just risen.


“Brother, do we bring her in dead
or alive?” This had come from the smaller one. 


Taking one last look at the sword
she dropped it. It wasn’t helping her at all. She sure could use that Saturday
surprise right about now.


“Ready to give up?” Jonis looked
pointedly at her dropped sword and then back at her.


“Sure boys. Why don’t you come
and collect little ole me?” She gave them her most innocent smiled and sent out
a mental ‘help me’ plea, followed by a prayer because you never knew who was
listening.


They approached her cautiously.
As they got closer, she could almost feel the confidence radiating off of them.
They had her now and they knew it. Jonis raised his sword in case she tried to
give them trouble. His brother reached for her.


She raised her hand knocking the
brother’s hands away at the same time sending a searing heat down the sword
Jonis held. He cried out in a high pitched voice and dropped the melting sword.


“That’s better. Now what were you
saying Jonis?”


They stood watching her,
wondering what to do. Finally Jonis reached in a pocket for his communication
device. It promptly melted.


“Now that’s not fair. Two against
one seems rather one sided to me, so we wouldn’t want to add company.”


She watched as their eyes met.
They were communicating and planning.


“Boys, I really don’t want anyone
to get hurt.”


“I do.” This came from Jonis. “I
was going to take you in alive, but not now. Now I want you dead. Why don’t you
be a good little human and die.”


They rushed her with a deadly look
in their eyes. The way they moved showed they were in sync with each other. They
had obviously spent their lives together. She didn’t give herself a chance to think.
She simply acted. Her body knew the moves. She had been doing them for years,
defending herself against Raimel. The fights with him had been child’s play compared
to what she was up against now. She ducked down, swung a leg out for a kick and
set herself up for another move.


For the first time ever in her
life she felt deadly. That feeling of being deadly might not have bothered her,
if it had ended there. She found that she could see the moves they telegraphed
just before they swung or kicked and she was able to counter them. She had let
several openings pass even though she could have ended the fight. She finally
admitted the truth. While she was fighting for her life she was also playing
with the brothers. Allowing them to think they would win. Maybe she wasn’t the
nice little girl she pretended to be.


Tiring, she brought the fight to
an end. She jumped up on Jonis and with someone else’s strength, she broke his
neck. Then she turned to face his brother who was looking at Jonis in
disbelief.


“You killed him.” The incredible
look on his face was like he was waiting for it to be a joke.


“I’m sorry. We can stop this
right now.”


“Sorry? You’re sorry? You killed
my little brother and all you can say is sorry?” A look of absolute rage came
over his face and he attacked.


He was good, Tara admitted in
fact he was much better than her. He moved with cold precision, but his rage
was boiling over. He was having a hard time containing it. It was the only
thing that might allow her to win the fight. She waited until his rage broke
through. Then she planted her foot against his windpipe just like Raimel had
done with her one day, almost killing her.


Tara stopped and looked at the
two dead brothers. How could she be hope? Did hope kill? She dropped to her
knees and silently let her tears of regret flow. She no longer felt deadly or
even in charge. The guilt of taking a life, even a life that would have taken
hers, weighed her down. The knowledge that this battle had only just begun sunk
into her, making her shoulders shake harder and her tears flow faster.


That was how Paul found her, on
her knees weeping silently. He pulled her up and just held her.


 She wanted him to love her. The
thought was so fleeting and so far away she just let it go. Forget him loving
her. Could he just be her friend? Could he understand why she had to kill them?
Was he capable of seeing her as a woman and not a killer? A taker of a life,
two lives actually. She buried her face deeper in his, just in case this was
the last time he held her.


“Hey, I see these two clumsy oafs
fell and broke their necks.” She came up ready to argue before she saw the
smile on his face.


“I told them to be careful, but
they must not have heard me.”


“Well you can tell me all about
it after we get home. Deal?”


“Deal.”


Paul took her hand and started
the walk back. The residents of this planet would have to clean up the bodies.
They walked in silence. It was nice. The walking hand in hand just like friends.



          “Where are the other
two?”


          “Back there. You will
need a cleanup crew.” He pointed behind them. “What happened with the Demos
here?” 


          “Seems some of them
wanted to live and others had a death wish.” Ariel’s glasses were nowhere in
sight and her green eyes were practically glowing.


          “You let some get
away?” Tara spoke not liking the sound of that.


          “Maybe.”


          Both of Ariel’s
protectors glared at her. Tara had never seen anything like this. Maybe they were
more than protectors. Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, she looked back
at Ariel waiting for an answer.


          “We absorbed them.”


          “Excuse me?”


          “Not all Demos are bad
and on occasion we absorb a few into our society. Sometimes they go back and
work for us like a mole or a spy. Sometimes we send them off to live
elsewhere.” 


          Tara nodded as if she
agreed with that decision. All Demos were bad, but they would learn that on
their own. “We need to leave. That came out harsh, but we need to get back to
our own timeline.”


          “I know. We are not far
away from the portal.” Ariel turned facing the direction of the portal.


          “I can feel it. Shall
we go?” Once again they followed Ariel as she moved off in the direction of the
portal. 


          There was something
about her eyes was all she kept thinking. Tara knew she had better figure it
out now, because they were running out of time. She remembered her. In her
world she was different looking, but the eyes were a dead ringer. They had
captivated her the first time she had seem them. They spoke to her. Made her
want to take action. She had wanted to do something with those eyes, but the
overwhelming sense of not yet had stopped her younger impulsive self. Now was
the time. She was sure.


          She could feel the gateway
pulling on her. It was almost as if it was a living, breathing thing. The need
to get home weighed heavily on her, yet those eyes continued to pull at her.


          “Stop.” This time the
order had come from Tara and it too was obeyed immediately.


          “Ariel, we don’t need
that portal do we? You can send us home.”


          “Yes.”


          “But you haven’t.”


          “I was waiting.”


          “Waiting for a gift
that could be a gift or a curse. Are you sure you want it?” Tara knew what she
needed to do now. She just wasn’t sure it was fair to do it to one so young.


          “I am sure my world is
dead without it. They died for me you know. My cousins. They could have lived.
All they needed to do is let one overly curious child die. Me. I was some place
I shouldn’t have been. They saved me, telling me that they would gladly die so
I could live. I want it. I want to atone for what I did.”


          “Atonement is not all
it’s cracked up to be and children make mistakes. You cannot let your mistakes,
your past, keep you away from your future.”


          “Your right, but what
future will I have if my planet is destroyed?”


          “None. Come here.”


          Tara stared deep into
Ariel’s eyes searching for something. It was the same thing she had seen in another
pair of bright green eyes.


          “You are strength and
determination all rolled up into one small package. Your cousins knew this. My
doppelganger knew this. They swore to protect you even with their lives, but
you are more. At your core there lives a thread of hope. When I touch it, it
will spread like the plague you claim me to be, until it owns your body. Then
it will infect your planet once again. I will not do it without your consent.”


          Ariel lowered her head
and nodded.


          “Look me in the eyes. I
want verbal consent.”


          Raising her head Ariel
squared her shoulders and accepted the challenge of being more than who she
was. “I give you Tara the keeper of hope, my consent and my acceptance to do
what must be done.”


          Tara raised her eyes
and stabbed both Ariel’s protectors with her gaze. “She will need you more now
than she ever has in the past. Do you both agree to help her?”


          “We do.” They said in
unison.


          She looked back at Ariel.
“So be it.” She reached deep into her and touched that sliver of hope and
breathed life into it.  “Now you will be hope for your planet. You will stand
strong, even when those around you fall. Your life will not fade from this
planet for many life times to come.” Reaching out she grabbed her protectors,
“neither will your protectors as long as they stay true to you.”


          She watched as Ariel
fell face forward on the ground in pain. Wishing she could help she stepped
back and walked to Paul’s side.


          “Send us home Ariel.”
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Home. She was home. If you could
call an old warehouse on its last legs home, but honestly this was more of a home
than anything she could remember. So yeah, she was glad to be here. Paul was
standing by her side with a big smile on his face, looking like he was glad to
be here also.


“We made it.” She walked over to
the couch and just dropped. She was getting the couch dirty and hoped it had
some sort of stain repellant on it. If not, Charon would have to give her a new
one. Heck, he owed her that much. Right?


“Should we announce that we are
back? Shouldn’t there be a welcome home party for us?”


“Well I don’t know about you, but
my mom never gave me birthday parties as a kid, so I wouldn’t hold my breath.”


“Sounds to me like you need a
party. We will work on it, you know, before the next life threatening crises
arises.”


That seemed to strike them both
as funny, so they sat on the couch laughing. 


“Forget this. I am going to take
a shower. Charon with his freaky power should know we are back. I need to get
clean.” Tara got up and headed for the stairs.


“Right behind you.”


She stopped halfway up the
stairs. She had gotten a look at her hands and simply stopped. The fight she
just fought went through her mind in slow motion detailing each deadly move.
Looking, she saw her hands shaking. She had killed. It was kill or be killed.
Was it really? Maybe she could have found a different way. They weren’t even Demos,
her official enemy. How could Hope kill? Wasn’t that against the law? She had
to be turned in, judged or…


“Tara!”  Paul’s voice pulled her
out of her thoughts. “Don’t think, just shower. We will talk later.”


Nodding her head, she continued
to the shower. Must get clean was all she was thinking.


She showered, changed and was ready
to face the world. Paul had showered and changed also. He looked good in a pair
of worn jeans and a blue t-shirt. He was making her glad she was a woman. Maybe
he was just making her glad they were friends. That sounded better. Everyone
should have a cute male friend, one that they occasionally slept with,
platonically of course. Ah what the heck. If he had a girlfriend she would be
missing a couple of eyes by now.


“I hear voices downstairs. Are
you ready?”


She nodded and followed him out of
the room. Charon and Dora sat on the couches with untouched plates of food on
both ends of the coffee table in front of the single chairs. That food had
better be for them.


“Take a seat. I made you
something to eat. I thought you might be hungry.” Dora spoke gently, as if they
were children who would break at any moment.


They attacked the food, eating in
silence. Paul broke the silence when he was finished, knowing Tara was not
ready to talk yet. “So what were you two doing while we were fighting for our
lives?”


“Just watching television.”
Charon said, with a no big deal raise of his shoulders.


“Really?” Tara interjected.
“Anything good on?” 


I will not kill Charon. I. Will.
Not. Kill. Charon! She kept repeating to herself. She was a killer now. What
was one more body?


“Tara you will not kill me.” The
look on Tara’s face made Charon raise his hands. “It was a lucky guess.
Breathe.”


“Charon stop it. Stop messing
with them.” Dora stood up and glared at him.


Did her mother’s eyes just change
color? Tara rubbed her eyes, but the flash had happened so quickly she must
have imagined it. Human, she thought. We are human. All of us except Charon.
Special humans, but still human. 


“Yes Charon,” Paul’s voice was
not as friendly this time. “Give us the truth. We deserve that.”


“While you were fighting for your
life and saving timelines.” He nodded at Tara and gave her a small smile.
“Things have been status quo here. The planet you picked out was perfect Tara.
The fight did not last that long.”


“Tayrel said he changed the venue
for the fight.”


“Tayrel, is not very trustworthy.
He spins his versions of the truth to always favor himself. But he did manage
to divert you both to his timeline. It was not very pretty, was it?”


“No it wasn’t. Then we ended up
in the timeline we thought you were fighting in.”


“Tara, that was excellent
thinking on your part. I am sure he never thought you would end up there. You
instinctively went to the next place you needed to go. How is Ariel?”


“She is a young girl carrying way
too much on her shoulders and I added to her load.”


“Her road won’t be easy, but I
have faith in her.”


Tara wanted to fidget, she was
becoming uncomfortable. Charon had fallen silent simply staring at her. Her
mother was doing the same. She glanced around and looked at Paul. He was
looking back and forth between Charon and Dora also. She felt her stomach drop
and her food try to look for an exit. Something was up.


Charon stood up. “Let’s go
outside, there’s something we need to talk about.”


“Why do we need to discuss it
outside?” Paul asked as he and Tara stood up to follow Charon out.


Tara found herself wondering the
same question as Charon just kept walking. The three of them followed him. He
walked them to the edge of Paul’s shield before he stopped.


“Tara, sometimes in life everything
is not what it seems.”


“Thanks Charon. I am sure I would
never have come to that conclusion without your wise words of wisdom.” She sent
him a smile and almost laughed at his frown.


“Tara,” Charon tried again on the
other side of that shield is something you will not understand. “I need you to
listen to reason before you do anything you will regret.”


“I can’t promise that. Let’s go
out.” Sighing Charon led them out.


Across the street stood Raimel.
His wings were not out and he looked almost civil dressed in a pair of jeans
and a t-shirt. Tara could feel her heart rate pick up as she tensed. Charon was
saying something, she was sure of it, but she couldn’t hear a word of it over
the sound of blood rushing through her veins. She felt her breathing kick up a
notch as her fight or flight senses kicked in. 


She stared at Raimel. He was
across the street from her home. Had he planned to invade it? To enter while
she was sleeping and kill her? This ended here. She pulled a weapon out. Before
she could think, she ran across the street to kill her nemesis.


Raising her hand, she shot a
lightning bolt out of the weapon she had borrowed. Raimel raised a wing and it
bounced off having just singed his feathers.


“You have to do better than that
Taraja. Who taught you to fight?” That voice was taunting her.


She ran at him and at the last
moment feinted right to turn and come behind him, landing a kick to the back of
his knee.


“Taraja, don’t you have anything
better than that?” She raised her weapon again and he kicked it out her hand.


Falling back, she took stock of
what was happening. She wanted to kill him, but she was too caught up in
emotion to do any real damage. Taking a deep breath, she calmed herself. If she
wanted to win, she would have to become cold hearted.


She raised her hand to block the
blow he was in the process of landing. He had come closer while she had been
trying to calm herself. Now they were locked in a very physical battle. She
threw a punch, he blocked it. He threw a punch, she blocked it. She kicked, he
blocked it. Then he would do the same. His arm came down, she hit him with a
right handed punch making him rock back on his feet. Before she could bring the
left up, he had recovered and knocked her down.


Tara, jumped up and kicked him
aiming for his groin. She missed, but he didn’t, his kick was aimed perfectly.
She got up again, feeling everything she had learned about fighting over the
years wake up and move within her. The real fight had begun.


She moved faster than she thought
possible as she punched and kicked. Why, she wondered, were they fighting like this?
She was sure he could kill her at any minute. She would get in a lucky shot,
then he would. They were almost evenly matched. She would lose ground, then
gain it back and more. How much longer could she fight like this? Her thoughts
chased each other as she tried to figure out how to end his life. 


‘Your life depends on this.’ She
shouted to herself as an opportunity passed her by. Why was she reluctant to
kill him? She was sure she could do it. Was it because she wasn’t a killer
despite what had happened earlier?


“What’s taking you so long,
Taraja? I thought you wanted my head on a platter, just like I want yours.”


She stumbled. How could she have stumbled?
He took advantage of it. His arm was now wrapped around her neck. This was it. She
was a fool to have ever given him a chance. This is what Hope had led her too.


Thea watched as Paul tried to
cross the street with her mother right behind him. They never reached her.
Charon had frozen them on the spot.


“Wait.” Charon’s voice was
commanding. “Let’s see what happens.”


“There’s no help for you now.
It’s just you and me.” Tara tried not to jump at the sound of his voice in her
ear. 


He was right. There was no help
for her now. She was trying to breathe around his arm as he slowly pressed on
her windpipe. She could feel her air become trapped in her throat, but she
refused to beg or plead. If she could have, she would have laughed. Life could
be so ironic. Now that she was going to die, she wanted to live.


She looked at Paul. It would have
been good. She was sure of it. She was beginning to see spots and her body no
longer had enough oxygen to struggle. This really was it. She said her mental
goodbyes to her new and old family.


“Raimel stop.” Tara heard a voice
she knew she should recognize before the blackness reached out to claim her.


 











Chapter
Seventeen


 


 


 


Was she dead? She opened her eyes
to find Raimel standing over her. She looked around with difficulty to see both
her mother and Paul still standing frozen. Seems she was not dead. The question
was why not?


Not too far away she noticed the
figure of Amanda. How had Amanda managed to get there? That was the voice she
had heard before she passed out. 


Wondering if her death wish had
returned, she taunted Raimel. “I am touched, Raimel couldn’t kill me I see.”
She watched as the anger took him over. This was it, she was so sure. Then the
look on his faced changed to one of fondness. She must be going crazy.


Turning, she tried to get up to
run only to see Charon kneeling beside her. Her gaze was caught by his. She
tried to shake her head as if sensing doom. “No Charon, please.”


“Taraja, remember.” His voice was
commanding, brooking no resistance.


She tried to resist and then a
scene came to mind, one she had buried long ago. He had caught up with her. She
had been running and was outside in a forest. She hadn’t really slept in days
and was so hungry she would have given anything to be able to kill a rabbit and
eat it. That’s when she had heard it, a branch moving in a way that seemed
suspicious.


Then he had been there again.
Sword out this time.


“It’s time to die.”


She had gotten over his physical
charms long ago, so she didn’t care that she looked like hell.


“Kill me.” She simply wanted it
to be over. How many kids lived like she did? The self-pity and self-loathing
had taken over. “Just kill me and get it over with.”


She had dropped to her knees and
let her head hang with shame. She wasn’t Hope. She was just a dirty kid who
wished she could go home. She stayed like that for a long time, before looking
up to see why she was still alive. There before her was a banquet. She hadn’t
eaten in forever.


“Every warrior should die on a
full stomach. Eat.”


She had grabbed the food and ate.
For once she didn’t care. She would decide whether to die or fight later. He
had just sat there watching her as she ate the food and then stored the rest
for later just in case she was still alive.


“Tara, I am not here to kill you.
I am here to train you. I am and always will be your teacher.” His voice had
changed as he talked, reminding her of a voice she knew when she was a toddler,
bringing back memories of happier times


He had come close to her, to
finish the job she thought. Instead he had touched her. “Sleep Tara and
forget.”


She shook her head in confusion
leaving the past to stare at Raimel and Charon. “Teacher?”  


 “Did you know this?” She pointed
at Charon.


“Guilty as charged.” She wondered
if that was guilt she saw in Charon’s eyes. “You refused to be taught, Tara.
You were so sure we were wrong. By the time you knew we were right, you would
have been dead.” He held up a hand to stop her from speaking. “I know the tale,
you die and everything resets. You know better. Did anything reset when the
galaxy thought you were dead or at least dying? No? There you go. Nothing
resets, at least not where you or Paul are concerned. So if making you fear for
your life was the only way to train you,” he looked at her and shrugged again.
Understand this Tara, I took a calculated risk, one that paid off, but it was
still a risk.


Charon stood and reached down to
help Tara stand.


“So let me get this straight.”
Tara pointed to Raimel. “All of this,” She spread her hands wide, “was a
training exercise? You don’t really hate me?”


Tara needed help fast and she
knew it. She still wanted to kill Raimel. It may have been that buried memory
of him that had stilled her hand more than once, but now that she knew about it,
her lust for blood had returned with a vengeance.


“I. Hate. You.” The venom coming from
his voice comforted her. “I have been teaching you with one purpose. To learn
to protect your life.” The sound of his voice changed again confusing her. “I
am proud of you. You have learned well.”


Tara looked down. Did she have
the option of beating her head against the concrete? She backed up, putting
room between her and both Charon and Raimel. She was beginning to feel like a
pawn in a very deadly game.


“What now?” Her question came out
as a demand for an answer.


Feeling a hand on her shoulder,
she saw that Paul had finally been released and was now giving her his support.
“Did you hear all of that?” He shook his head, yes.


“You must continue to learn. The
whole galaxy is coming for you and you had better be ready.” This had come from
Raimel. This was the Raimel she was beginning to fear, the one that said he
liked her. “Tara, the scariest thing in the galaxy is me.” His voice was hard
with bitterness and hatred. “Some days I despise you, Tara. I want more than
anything to see your head displayed outside my home as a warning to all who
knock on my door. Other days, I know I am your teacher and all I want is to
train you.”


Having heard enough, she pulled a
weapon. She was insane to fight hand to hand with him. He had years of training
on her. The next time they fought, she would put him out of his misery.


“Tara, here is the part that
should make you shake. You will never know how I am feeling on any given day. I
never know how I feel about you until the fight breaks out. Always think to
yourself ‘he wants me dead.’ If you ever hesitate like you did today, I promise
whomever you are fighting will kill you.


Raimel turned to Amanda and held
out his hand. “Come.”


“No.” Paul called out. “You don’t
have to go with him. We can protect you.”


“I want to go.”


“No, you don’t. You simply have
Stockholm syndrome.”


“Paul’s right Amanda, you don’t
have to go.” Tara waved her over. “Don’t let him threaten you. You heard him,
he’s a cold-blooded killer.”


“That’s the thing Tara, he’s not what
you think he is.” 


While Tara and Paul argued with
Amanda, Charon took the time to throw Raimel a broad smile. Raimel returned the
smile with a nod of his head. As Tara turned to raise her weapon at him, he
disappeared taking Amanda with him.
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They had all walked back to the
warehouse in silence. Now they were seated in the living room, each wrapped up
in their own thoughts. The feeling of disbelief was still riding Tara hard. How
could she have not known? Would Amanda pay for Tara’s ignorance with her life?
She was a whirlwind of questions, with no answers anywhere in sight.


“When do we go after them?” Paul
asked, looking at Charon.


“We don’t. She made her choice.”


“Cold-blooded Charon.” Tara
taunted. “Are you taking a calculated risk with Amanda’s life also? What
happens when you’re wrong Charon? Is there a cemetery filled with the bodies of
your calculated risks gone wrong? Were you figuring out the odds of us walking
out that night club when you sent us in? Good thing we walked out. I wouldn’t
want to be in your personal cemetery.”


Charon disappeared.


Tara gave a bitter laugh. Of
course he disappeared. Dora got up and walked away, leaving them alone.


“What’s wrong with her?”


“She’s my mother Paul, but I
don’t understand her any better than you do.”


“What do we do next, Tara?”


“I wish I knew. Amanda going off
with Raimel was such a kick in the face. Raimel, being my teacher who hates me,
except on certain days, was unexpected.” Tara slumped in her chair reluctantly
tuning to see the television.


Paul moved to the couch and
patted the space next to him with a smile on his lips. Tara moved to sit next
to him, sliding into his arms, as if she was meant to be there. They snuggled
close and watched the life of others as they struggled on.


“Hi.” A soft voice broke into
their tranquility.


“Hi.” Tara responded softly, not
wanting to scare her away. “We are watching the news of all things. Would you
like to join us?”


Tara heard the soft sound of feet
approaching and resisted the urge to turn and look.


“Yes, thank you.”


Turning her head to the side she
saw a beautiful brown-skinned teenager standing by the chair she had just
vacated.


“Have a seat.” Tara waved towards
the chair. “What’s your name?”


“Jazz.” The teenager said
sitting.


“Nice to meet you, Jazz. My name
is Tara and this is Paul. Do you remember helping us?”


Jazz shook her head before she
said anything. “Yes.”


“We are happy you took the risk
to help. How are you liking our home?”


This time when Jazz smiled it
reached her eyes. “This is so epic. You live in a warehouse.”


Tara turned and winked at Paul.
“I agree, Jazz. Living in a warehouse is epic.”


Jazz curled her body onto itself,
managing to make her look much younger than she was. Paul and Tara settled back
on the couch again, watching television. 


This is nice, Tara found herself
thinking. She liked the feel of being beside Paul on the couch. Although she
wasn’t old enough to be Jazzi’s mother, she could be a big sister. She smiled
even wider for just a minute, life was good. 


The sound on the television
became all wonky before settling on something new. “This broadcast is being
interrupt to bring you breaking news.”


Tara felt as if a dark and
sinister voice had just raked its claws up her back. Tensing she looked from
Paul to Jazz. Sure enough they had both heard the voice. Judging from the way
their backs were arched, it had the same effect on them.


“Paul?”


“I heard it too, Tara.”


Tara waited for the next move
with her eyes glued to the screen. Tayrel’s flickering image came on over the
broadcast. She could still see the brightly animated newscasters having a
conversation, but she could not hear them. Imposed over them was Tayrel, still
dressed in his Godfather gear, though the suit was different today.


Tara took a moment to address her
fears. If he knew where she was he would be here and not on her television.
Although Raimel hated her with a passion, she was sure he would not tell Tayrel
where to find her. Besides, the one thing she was sure of was that nothing
uninvited could get in here. She was positive she had Charon to thank for that
one. So, even though she wanted to run out screaming, the sky was falling, she
was going to resist.


“Tara.” Tayrel’s voice was now as
smooth as silk and as sweet as honey. “I know you are there. I just wanted to
drop in and see my favorite gateway. You are not just a mere doorway, but the
coveted gateway. This is too sweet. Look over your shoulder, Tara. Turn around
when the shadows grow long, because I will be there. You can’t hope to beat me
without the other two gifts and I will be looking for them harder than you. Set
your watch Tara, because the race is on. Soon I will own your planet, your
timeline and you.”


Tara listened to Tayrel’s evil
laugh before he finally disappeared.


Raising her voice, Tara screamed.
“Charon!”
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Thea knew she was being followed and hated it.
Sighing she decided it was time to run again. She was tired of running and
hiding. If only she knew what those government guys wanted. Giving her best
fake smile she waited while the cashier rang up her purchases. This was one of
her favorite shoe stores and she refused to be blacklisted from it, so they
would have to wait for her to get outside to run.


“Those shoes are some of my favorites,” the cashier
stated making idle conversation as she rang. 


Giving her a good once over, Thea once again decided
the cashier was not stalling. “I couldn’t resist them. It was almost as if they
were calling my name.”


“I know what you mean, but I wondered where would I
wear them?” The cashier smiled at her then lowered her voice. “I hate to admit
it, but I rarely go out anymore.”


Thea nodded her head in sympathy. She shared the
cashiers feeling. Although she loved shoes she rarely bought any hating to
leave them behind when she had to run. Grabbing the bags she said a quick bye
and headed out the door. It was much later than she had thought. Where had the
time gone? She took several steps away from the shoe store and stopped, tensing
she waited. When nothing happened, she decided she must just be getting
paranoid in her advanced age, she would turn twenty five soon. Although, this
city hadn’t won any awards for its nightlife, she had grown to love it. Maybe
now she would not have to leave. Giving a happy sigh she approached her car
thinking it would all be ok.


“Excuse me miss do you have any spare change?”


Thea, controlled the urge to jump as a man peeled
himself off a wall. How had she missed him? “Sorry, no change.” Slipping her
hands into her pocket she palmed her key fob and silently opened the door of
her modified car. There were no clicks to let someone know the lock had been
disengaged and the lights never flickered. She had been called paranoid more
than once, but she simply thought life was worth living.


“Anything you have miss would be appreciated.”


Thea noticed that he seemed to be advancing on her.
She bit her lip briefly as she realized he was gaining ground. She started
walking backwards, keeping her eyes on him. She watched as his smile changed
from harmless to predatory. That’s when she dropped her bags, turned around and
started to run. Elbows down she thought, forearms out and hands straight, this
was her version of a sprinter running for her life. Panting she scolded herself
for not working out harder. Not daring to look behind her, she kept running
until she reached her car. She opened the door and slipped in thinking she had
made it.


She heard the loud thump and saw the heavy weight
land on the hood of her car. It was the man who wanted her to think he was
homeless. Not looking at him she slid her keys into the ignition, she started
the car not thinking about the crazed man on her hood. She winced as he started
beating her front window in an attempt to break the glass and grab her. She
stomped on the gas and threw the car into gear driving blindly. She was
thankful for the lateness of the hour her chance of hitting someone had
dramatically decreased. She drove straight ahead and then did a U-turn that she
was sure was straight out of the ‘so you want to go directly to prison’
handbook, but it did the trick.


Thea watched as the large enraged man on her car
went flying off the hood with screams of pain as he landed. She high tailed it
out of there not stopping to ask if he was ok. She came to a red light and
stopped like the law abiding citizen she was. She tapped her fingers on the
wheel and watched as a black on black sports car came up behind her. Sighing
she knew she had been right, not only had they made her, but that big lump on
her car had marked it. She hated when they did that. Now she would have to
ditch her car and steal another until she could get herself one. She pulled out
slowly like she had no cares in the world when the light changed.


She glanced at her mirrors wondering how many of
them were on her. She took her time and drove around as if she was lost until
the second one pulled in front of her. Smiling, she was ready to play. She
could tell both of them had tricked out cars so that would make this more of an
even exchange, besides she was sure theirs did not compare to hers. She
frowned, she had just realized she was going to have to run again. This time
she would pick a bigger city. Playing nice she stopped at all the lights like
nothing was amiss as she aimed for Oakland and lots of college age students.


She loved Oakland with the various colleges in such
close proximity to each other. She was hoping to lose herself in the college
crowd and if that didn’t happen she would make another plan. Oakland was dead
when she got there. She laughed, thinking that maybe someone had warned them
she was coming before she got there.


Grinning evilly she hit the gas pedal testing out
what they had under their hoods. They kept up with her a little too easily.
Damn! This was going to be more of a challenge than she had bargained for.
Going a little faster, she started to look for someplace to disappear, she
found herself downtown


Pushing the gas pedal down she gave it all she had
as she raced along the mostly deserted streets. She was close enough to where
she lived that if she could shake them, she should be able to get home and gone
before anyone noticed. She looked at the rearview mirror and saw they were on
her heels, but she was not worried. She waited until they got closer and then
did an illegal U-turn. At 130mph her car went up on two wheels and to her
surprise made the turn.  She laughed with pride, she had made those
modifications.


She knew that was why those government boys wanted
her. She functioned in a way that other humans didn’t. She saw circuits, wires
and whatever else she needed in front of her. She didn’t know why, but she
always knew what she should do with what she was seeing. Did the government
guys tell her good job? No! Instead of rewarding her with a great job and a
high paying salary they hunted her like she was a criminal. She was sure they
wanted to interrogate her then dissect her, or at least use her for their own
gain. Where was the fun in that? She was tired of running true, but running had
its own thrill.


She checked out the damage behind her. One car had
spun out and hit a wall, but the other had slowed down enough to make the turn.
She raced off, looking for a place to ditch her car. She knew getting to her
apartment would be the priority after the car. She was still going at an insane
speed when she saw the perfect spot. Using all the skill she had developed she
pulled in and brought the car to a stop. She would laugh if her heart was not
in her throat, but she had done it, more importantly her car had done it.


Saying goodbye to her car she hit the button that
would change the color, camouflaging it. She knew it was just an illusion, but
it was an effective one. By the time they found her car, every electronic
circuit would have burned itself out starting with the transmitter they had
placed on her car. She had designed that one too, but had anyone congratulated
her on her brilliance. She had seen the fear in their eyes as they whispered
she needed to be contained. Fighting the urge to throw the middle finger, she
reached for a different jacket.


Shrugging out of her nice bright coat, the one she
had worn so everyone could spot her, she grabbed a nice black jacket and walked
away, leaving her life without a thought. She slipped into a crowd of people
laughing as they came out of the theatre and walked with them blending in.


“Hey where did you come from?” This came from a
young man in the crowd who spotted her immediately.


“I just came out the theatre.” She gave him a smile.
“Where are all of you on your way too?” She liked the looks of him. He was tall
and slender and friendly looking. His looks would make her want to get to know
him better any other time. 


“They.” He indicated his group of friends with a
wave of his hand. “Want to go to Cheese Cellar. I guess that’s where we will
go. Why? Were you thinking of someplace else?” He gave her a genuine smile. 


She suddenly felt alone and tired the desire to have
someone special to spend her life with was already becoming a dream.


“Unfortunately I won’t be able to tag along. I’m
just ducking some over needy acquaintances.” Turning to face him she gave a
sudden laugh, then stepped into his arms planting a kiss on him.


She watched out the corner of her eyes as the car
that had come to a stop picked up speed. It left not finding her and she knew
it was time to go. She pulled out of his embrace and smiled.


“Wow that was hot.’ He was grinning at her.


“And it was also goodbye. Sorry we met my last night
in town.” With a sad smile she walked away with him calling out. “At least tell
me your name.” She kept walking.


Thea made a mental apology to whoever owned the nice
car she was stealing, she jumped in and headed to her apartment one last time.
She stopped two blocks away and walked, making sure it was not being watched
before going in. She slipped into her first floor apartment thinking about how
it was important for a woman on the go to be on the ground level.


She took her time to look around. She had been in
her apartment longer than most of the other places she had lived. She knew it
was not saying much, but this was the closest thing she had had to a home ever
since her mother passed away. Her home actually had detail this time. Her white
walls were lined with pictures of exotic lands and faraway galaxies. They made
her feel good when she looked at them. She would have to leave her favorite
picture behind. She had bought it from an artist on the street. The guy had
said he dreamed about the place and thought she should have it. It was of a big
palace on an obviously alien planet. It called to her. She had lost hours just
staring at it. 


Shaking her head she hit the bedroom running,
knowing her time was short. She grabbed a large gym bag and packed her on the
run clothes, emergency cash and the one thing she knew she couldn’t leave
behind. It was a gift from her mother that she always kept close. She walked
into the living room just as a man materialized before her.


Biting her tongue to keep from screaming she ran
through her escape scenarios, but stopped to wonder how a man could materialize
in her apartment. Even she couldn’t do that.


“Finally I found you, we have to go now.” Thea just
stood still. “What’s your problem?”


She looked at him mouth hanging open for a minute.
“You. You’re my problem. You just pop into my living room and tell me we have
to go? Who are you? What do you want with me? How did you get into my living
room? She thought about telling him there was no way she would go with him.
Taking a good look at him she decided against it and backed away. She just
needed time to make sense of what was happening.


“Here are your two options.” She was startled out of
her thoughts of escape by the sound of his voice. “You can trust the government
guys that are closing in on you or you can trust me. I am on the retrieval team
from the planet you should have been born on.”


Thea took a minute to laugh at him. “Really, what
drugs are you taking and can I have some? Your world seems even more
fascinating and twisted than the one I live in.” She grabbed her bag and made
for her bedroom hoping she could get out of the window, before he tried to kill
her.


“Why do they always send me after the less
intelligent ones?” She heard him say aloud. “Just once couldn’t I retrieve a
gifted one?”


She
was no longer paying attention because her apartment was being surrounded with
guys in black suits. Seriously, it was like a bad movie version of Men in Black
without the humor. 


“Ready
to listen,” the invader asked, as she came back into the living room. “There’s
no time for the version of this where you ask all the questions and I get to
enjoy the very clean air here.” Nodding she needed a better alternative to what
was shaking up outside.


“Here’s
the quick and dirty synopsis. You were born here but conceived on a different
planet, on a parallel world. Don’t know how and I can’t answer that question, I
am not a doctor or scientist, I just know it happens. The government here wants
to study you and maybe use you if you have gifts or talents. Your world wants
you back because we cannot survive without you and yes there are more like you
here. We need everyone.”


She
felt the building shaking as if it was being invaded. Alien’s maybe? Wait was
that a battering ram against her door?


“Times
up, I won’t force you but you have to choose now!” Doing something with his
hand he opened a hole or a portal. Whatever it was, he was standing there with
his hand outstretched. Acting braver than she felt, she took that hand and went
forward. She had been in the hands of the government types outside before and
it wasn’t nice.
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