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“For I know the plans I
have for you,” declares the Lord, “Plans to prosper you and not to
harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.”

Jeremiah 29:11


Prologue

 


Coralie remained still, silently in the night,
her eyes closed tight. She could hear them. She knew that it
wouldn't be long. She began to tense as she could hear them
nearing. She struck out against the night air, feeling it rush
against her. She was running now ... running fast ... faster and
faster.

They won't get away ... faster, run
faster ... Coralie told herself. Faster, run
faster...

Trees, shrubs, street lamps, houses,
buildings, park cars...all just a background of fading darkness in
her peripheral view, combining into one long, dark blur.

There they are ... up ahead ...
she said to herself. Tunnel vision had seemed to take her over, so
that all she could see was them.

Closer and closer, she approached
them, but she continued to push herself to run even faster,
with each step and stride.

I'm getting closer ... Coralie
thought, as she began to feel herself tense as she prepared to meet
her fleeing opponents. She felt a rush of tension, like a predator
zoning in and closing on its prey, ready to pounce. The hunt is
almost over, and the 'kill' will be quick ... she thought,
feeling her muscles tense predatorily.

Either her opponents had begun to slow
or she was gaining ground. Probably the latter. They slowed
to a halt & turned ... but Coralie had leapt into the air,
meeting them where they stood. Coralie gave a
stunning jab with her extended arm that was stretched out beyond
her body. The one she struck first, stumbled back a few spaces, and
then began to advance on her. Coralie leapt into the air once more,
this time landing her outstretched heel into the chest of her
adversary.

Stumbling backward, her challenger
fell to the ground, hard, but not hard enough. The staggering body
returned to its feet and began its advancement upon the
girl.

Coralie heard movement now from the
east and west of her. Three ... there are three ... great
... she said to herself. She crouched into a defensive stance,
and awaited her advancers. She jumped into the air, coming down
onto two of them with a crushing blow, causing them to tumble to
the ground. She stood, quickly, throwing a jab into the side of the
other, knocking their body into a tree. Commencing in a firm stance
and planting her feet solidly on the ground, she beckoned their
return to joining her fight. They began their unsteadily stagger
back towards her. Coralie grinned confidently.

Without hesitance, instinctively,
Coralie threw a stunning punch into the gut of the one on that came
at her from her left. She tensed again, throwing a jabbing left
punch into the side of the one approaching her from the right. As
the two fell against the hard ground, the third advanced on her
quickly, slugging towards her. Coralie ducked swiftly, dodging a
blow. She jumped speedily to her feet, delivering a reciprocating
knock backwards, causing her rival to slam hard against a tree
trunk and fall even harder to the ground.

Coralie looked at the pounded heaps
that lie on the ground. She perused her surroundings, taking
inventory of those who took occupancy on the leaf covered ground
around her. One of them started to move, as the others lay
motionless.

Slowly walking toward their pummeled
bodies, Coralie reached behind her back retrieving her weapon of
choice, her ancient Makhaira sword. She could feel its power
exuding as she held it tight within her hands.

Coralie felt the tension in her
muscles begin to relax. She looked down at them, as the powering
glow of her sword illuminated her face in the dark. With the
radiance that surrounded them, she could see the look of blatant
fear on the face of her wakeful foe. Holding her sword high above
her, pointing downward, she flashed an angelic, conquering
smirk.


Chapter 1

 


Coralie opened her eyes to a slight peek of
daylight, peering through her window. She gently rubbed the
sleepiness from her eyes, quietly rolled out of bed, and walked
over to her window, from which the light came.

The street lamps were still on and the
sky was just beginning to show signs of daylight's return. The
peeking rays were giving off just enough light to illumine the
difference between the street and the moisture that lay atop its
surface.

How beautiful, she thought to herself,
wondering how many others never get to see the beauty that is
daybreak. Just then, tugging her from her own thoughts was a dark
movement, a figure. The figure was wearing dark clothing and dark
shoes, with one garment that seemed to be a hooded sweatshirt,
hovering over their face.

Even though she was watching from her
bedroom window, Coralie felt her chest tighten with familiar
uneasiness.

The figure neared her house, walking
in a hurried pace, and began to bound up her front steps. The
figure jumped onto the top step of her front porch and paused to
shrug the hooded sweatshirt from their head.

Dad ... she sighed, relaxing
the tightness at the sight of her father, Cal Collier.

She made her way downstairs, quietly
descending them one by one. As she rounded the corner to the
kitchen, she could hear her father rummaging through the
refrigerator. She paused at the door, before entering the kitchen
door, just long enough to pull her dark golden, chin-length hair
into a short sprig of a ponytail.

“Mom's leftover spaghetti, second
shelf,” Coralie said, as she entered the kitchen.

Startled, he looked up, but quickly
relaxed after recognizing the voice that had spoken was his
daughter's. “Hey, Honey! Thanks...” he said as he pulled the
container from the refrigerator.

“What are you doing up so early?”
Coralie said, looking at her father as she watched him spoon out
heaps of spaghetti onto a plate.

“I could ask you the same thing ...
couldn't I?” he countered, with a playful raised eyebrow, and
handed her a plate of cold spaghetti.

“Thanks,” she said taking the plate,
“but I asked you first ... What you are doing up at the crack of
dawn...”

“You first...” he mumbled, trying not
to smile through his bite of spaghetti, motioning that he couldn't
talk with a 'mouthful'. Swallowing, he added, “Don't you have some
rule about Saturdays and before the sun rises,” then quickly
crammed in another mouthful.

“No movement until the sun's been
shining for at least four hours...” Coralie said with a smirk,
taking her first bite.

“Right – I thought it was it something
like that...” Cal playfully nodded.

“Don't alert the press just yet, the
rule is still in effect until further notice, but, ... I've been
having these dreams...”

“Dreams...”

“Yeah ... like these weird, strangely
realistic, dreams...”

Something in her tone intrigued Cal.
“What kind of 'weird' dreams?” he asked, leaning in towards the
island countertop.

“It's nothing Dad, it's stupid, it's
nothing ... really...”

Coralie looked up to find her father,
who was standing directly across from her, armed with a
fork-stabbed meatball. “I'm not afraid to use this...” he said
playfully stern, with his most concentrated look.

“Okay, okay ... meatball assassin...”
Coralie started, jokingly. “These dreams ... I don't know ...
they're all the same, but somehow all different ... I know that I'm
talking in circles, but...”

“Come on, Cor ... What? Humor your old
man...” Cal pressed.

She sighed, fearing how her words
might sound to someone else's ears. But this wasn't just anyone,
she had to remind herself. This was her father.

“They're all in first person, my
dreams ... I see and feel everything ... every little bit of action
that happens, I'm a part of it...”

“Action, you say? What kind of ...
action?” he asked, interested in her continuance.

“Like fighting action ... I'm talking
about chase scenes, fight scenes ... where I'm kicking some serious
tail...” Coralie broke off, only to press forward upon cue of her
father's questioning eyes. “But I always wake up feeling like there
is something that I need to finish, like there's more of the fight
left, like it's still out there somewhere ... or, I don’t know ...
like I'm missing some pieces to a puzzle...,” and with that, she
allowed her words to trail off.

“Coralie –” Cal started, but was
interrupted.

“See, I told you it was stupid ... I
know ... I guess I really need to stop watching those silly
superhero movies before I go to bed, huh?” she rambled.

“Coralie, honey, your dreams ...
they're not stupid or silly ... tell me something ... how long have
you been having these ... dreams?” Cal questioned his
daughter.

“A few weeks ... maybe more ... It's
just that they're so real, you know...like I'm witnessing
everything first hand, like it's me who is experiencing the
fight...”

“Good Morning, Troops! I assume my
memo about the early dawn meeting got lost by the carrier –
thankfully,” Coralie's mother, Katelyn, said jokingly, entering the
kitchen.

Katelyn began to make her way to the
coffee pot, stopping on her way to kiss each of them on the
forehead – bending over to Coralie, who was planted in a stool,
then walking to the opposite side of the island to Cal, lifting
onto her tippy-toes to reach him. “Do I need to consult the meeting
minutes or can you guys just fill me in? What did I miss? Is
everything okay?”

“Everything's fine...” Coralie said,
not wanting to bother her mother with such on a day like this
one.

“Coralie's having ... dreams...” Cal
provided the answer that Coralie refused to give. In response,
Coralie looked dumbfounded by this, not expecting her father to
give her secrets up so easily. Not that she minded
really.

“Dreams?” Katelyn asked, giving Cal
the questioned look instead of Coralie. Then as she shifted her
focus back to Coralie, she asked, “What kind of dreams, dear?
Scary, disturbing, or just plain silly? You know, like the ones
that make you say 'Hmmm'...”

Coralie snickered lightly at her
mother, who was now sipping her coffee. “Mostly like the latter, I
guess...” she answered, “...some like the others that you
mentioned, though ... they're all pretty much the same in scenario,
just different scenes.”

“Do you have these ... experiences – I
mean, dreams, every night?” Katelyn asked her daughter.

“No... not every night...” Coralie
answered, honestly, shrugging her shoulders.

“But you do remember these dreams
vividly ... yes?” Katelyn continued to press.

“Most of the time...but not
always...the experience itself feels real to me ... but when I wake
up, even though I can remember most of it, I still feel like some
of the dream is missing, like either it was unfinished or like ...
maybe I just lost it, like it's just gone...” Coralie once again,
allowed her words to trail off. She could hear how senseless her
words sounded in her own mind, yet her parents did not seem to
react as though they had heard something all that
foolish.

Cal's voice broke the tension. “Well,
Cor ... since you're dreaming of being an action, street-fighter
hero ... maybe, just maybe, you could be the next karate kid ...
what do you think? I mean ... I don't really know if I can pull off
the whole ‘Bow to your Sensei thing’ ... It’s just not me … I don’t
think … but I guess I could take a stab at it,” he said, attempting
a bow. “No, doesn’t feel natural...”

Coralie and Katelyn both snickered, at
his continuance.

“Yeah, sure, Dad...I'll work on
that...” Coralie said through a chuckle, “But you know, I think I
would be a much better break-dancing ninja...” she added with a
huge grin, jumping atop the kitchen island and sending herself
spinning on her back. After a few rotations, she spun around and
hopped off the open counter top, landing to her feet. What may
have, otherwise, struck some parents as insanity, sent laughter
through both of her parents.

“I think I'm going to run back up
stairs and see if I can't kick some more villain tail in my sleep
... I wonder how many others can do that?” she said jokingly, and
she started out of the kitchen doorway.

“Okay, Hon – but don't exert too much
energy... we've got the Benefit at the University tonight...”
Katelyn called up to her daughter, as she listened to her prance up
the staircase. Coralie turned just long enough to shout an
'okay' from the top of the stairs, and then jet into her
bedroom.

Coralie walked into her room and
looked toward her window. The sun had started to peer radiantly
through. She crawled into her bed, turned over, and then covered
her face with her favorite quilt – one that her great grandmother
made for her when she was just a baby.

She took a deep breath inward ... No
matter how many times she had washed it, the quilt still smelled of
Great's house.

From what she remembered
...

Coralie sighed at this … memories were
not her strong suit.

Her bedroom door was still cracked.
She drifted off back to sleep to the sound of her parents' murmurs
traveling up the staircase from the kitchen.

Coralie began to descend into
unconsciousness and her parents' voices had become a collage of
unrecognizable words that had been strung together.

“How long has it been?” Katelyn asked
her husband. “Surely, we have not lost track...”

“A while ... but I’m not so sure ... I
can't be certain ... do you think she has become immune to – I
mean, maybe it just quit working, or –” Cal babbled.

“Maybe... I don't know ... Cal, do you
think ... that maybe it's,” Katelyn stumbled around for words, “...
time?”

“No – No, Kate ... not yet ... she's
not ready!” Cal said, grasping at words of expression.

Katelyn walked over to his side, where
he had taken a seat atop an island bar stool, and put her arms
around his neck. She leaned in close and spoke the words, “She's
not ready, Cal, or you're not ready?”

He sighed at his wife’s words, knowing
there could be truth to them.


Chapter 2

 


“Hey Mom, Dad ... I'm running out to the
library...” Coralie shouted, as she descended the stairs that ran
up the middle of her families' foyer.

“What, honey?” Coralie heard her
mother shout from the back of the house.

“I'm running to the library, I've got
to grab a book for Lit class ... I promise I'll be back in time to
get ready for the Benefit, okay?” Coralie waited hopeful and
patiently for her mother's answer.

“Wait – Cor, if you'll give me just a
half-hour, I can drive you.” Katelyn shouted once more from her
room in the back of the house, bargaining with her daughter. “Or
what about Dad? I'm sure he can drive you ... Cal...”

“No, Mom, really ... it's just a few
blocks to Clark Street. I'll be back in less than an hour.” It was
actually closer to seven blocks, but the word 'few' sounded
better than the word 'seven' in this negotiation.

In another attempt at a bargain,
Katelyn come around the corner from her bedroom, stopping to look
at Coralie. “Honey, really, it's no trouble to me … just give me a
few more minutes...”

Coralie tried her own attempt at
haggling. “Mom, really ... I can go now and be back quicker than
waiting on you to get finished. You have so much to do before
tonight … I'll be quick, I promise!”

“Cor, ... you know that I don't like
you going off by yourself, ... it's just not safe.” Katelyn said,
making her way down the hallway toward her daughter.

“Mom, I'm a big girl ... I can take
care of myself...”

Katelyn paused in front of her
daughter, looking into her brilliant and clear blue eyes. “I know
that you are not a little girl anymore...” she said with a smile,
“but, I still worry about you.”

Coralie put her arms around her
mother. “Mom, I'll be fine ... there's nothing to worry about,
okay?”

Katelyn spoke with an agreeing tenor.
“Okay ... just be sure to take Jacques with you...”

“I don't think they allow dogs into
the library, even if they are as smart as Jacques.”

“But the library does have plenty of
places to tie his collar out front for a few minutes ... like you
said, you aren't going to be long, he'll be fine ... and it'll give
us, your Dad and I, peace of mind ... where is he, by the
way...”

“Okay, okay, Mom ... I'll be back
soon.” Coralie said, as she leaned in to give her mother a hug. She
then walked over to the side door and reached for Jacques leash
that hung on the wall.

“Love you,” she called out, as she
closed the door. Coralie smiled when she heard her mother's muffled
Love you, too seep through the door.

Coralie walked to the fence that
opened into a portion of the backyard and started to call out for
Jacques, but he was already there, awaiting her.

She entered the gate and knelt down to
the ground, near Jacques. Patting his head and his back, she began
to admire his soft, thick, fur coat.

Jacques was mostly white with big,
random splotches and patches of black covering his body, one in
particular that covered his left eye like a pirate's eye-patch.
Jacques' frame was immense and muscular, and he always carried
himself as such.

Even though she felt that Jacques bark
was bigger than his bite, she had always felt safe with him. He had
always been very protective of her. Come to think of it, she
couldn't remember a time when he had not been there. He had always
been a part of the family. He had always been such a lovable and
playful dog. Even in defense mode, though, she couldn't have ever
imagined Jacques hurting anyone.

“Hey boy, you wanna go for a walk?”
she asked while attaching his leash and patting his head, lovingly.
He reciprocated his affection by licking her hand and up her arm
and jumping in attempt to lick her face. “Okay, Okay, bodyguard ...
let's go...” she said, as they set off towards town.

 


* * * * *

 


Thessla was a pretty place, she had to
admit, although it had always felt strange to her ... Too small to
be a big town. Too big to be a small town. Somehow it had been
caught somewhere in the middle.

The townspeople of Thessla were left
alone most often – no big city stories, no news casters or writers
trying to find the “diamond in the rough” small town cover story
... It had always been a quite peaceful and beautiful
town.

In one sense, the town felt strange to
her, in another, it also felt safe.

Coralie looked up toward the sky. The
sun was shining bright, reminding Coralie that she had forgotten
her sunglasses. Although she enjoyed the sun, making her feel happy
and warm, she felt herself beginning to get a headache from the
squinting of her eyes to block out the brightness of the
sunlight.

“If we take Johnson Street over to
Ponder Avenue, then we should be able to catch a good bit of shade
on the way in and out ... so, what do you think, boy?” she asked
Jacques, who seemed to be a little reluctant to stray away from
their usual path.

Coralie shook away the silly thought
and gave the command, “Come Jacques!” then with a sudden feeling of
reluctance of her own, she added, “Let's go!” Jacques did as he was
told.

Just as Coralie thought, the old live
oaks that lined the long stretch of Ponder Avenue gave plenty of
shade to make for a pleasurable walk, void of all squinting, which
made Coralie smile a satisfying smile.

After a few blocks, she started to
notice a large orange and white sign up ahead of her. As she
approached the sign closer, she pushed aside the feeling of cursing
her decision to take this street. She stopped, and then looked both
ways. The road that led her straight was closed. Road Work
Ahead, at the Farland and Ponder Intersection ... Strangely, to
her right, the road was also closed.

“This way would have put us back on
McCaw Avenue,” she said, directly her words down to Jacques. Again,
she pushed aside her feelings to curse.

Always trust and follow the sun,
dear, it will lead you to brighter places, her Gran had said to
her many times. This was a time she wished that she would have
remembered to do just that.

She looked to her left. She noticed
that she would have to take the next street over, Industrial
Street. Before she realized, she let go of a cringing motion that
traveled all over her body.

Industrial Street was lined with
buildings, mostly abandoned industry buildings, which were now used
for storage. With the lack of trees and landscape, Coralie had
always thought of Industrial Street as 'cold and lifeless'. She had
never traveled this street much, there had been no need. She, along
with her mom and dad, enjoyed the more scenic routes through
town.

Suddenly, the thought of traveling
this road on foot, alone – with the exception of Jacques, of course
– made her feel small.

“Well, we can't turn back now, Boy. I
promised Mom that we'd be back in less than an hour, and we don't
want them to worry, now, do we?” Coralie said, swallowing her
apprehension.

Jacques let out an uneasy whine. “It's
okay, Boy, let's go...” she said, as she began to lead Jacques to
the corner of Industrial Street.

Coralie looked down the street. Just
as she remembered … cold and lifeless, she thought as she
made the turn and continued toward Clark Street.

She kept Jacques close by, watching
for any odd reaction on his part, giving her reason to
worry.

She felt a very uneasy feeling wash
over her. She tried to shake it, but the feeling began to fill her
entire body. Coralie began to tremble slightly from her
nervousness.

She shuddered in thought to herself.
Maybe running could help her shake this eerie feeling. “Come on,
Boy ... let's pick up the pace!” she said to Jacques, who began to
strike a trot beside her.

Up ahead of her, Coralie thought she
saw movement of some sort. She slowed her pace, trying to gain
clarity in her vision. She slowed even more when she thought she
saw another movement.

There ... ahead of her, stood a
figure.

The figure stood still, except for the
occasional shift from side to side, as if awaiting something, or
someone, impatiently. Though the figure was in plain line of sight,
Coralie scanned her surroundings for extra hidden
lurkers.

Just someone, waiting … waiting for
someone ... someone that's not me ... Coralie said to
herself.

Jacques countered with a
whine.

She thought she heard a sickening
sound of laughter … not a joking laugh, but a taunting one. But was
she close enough to hear something come from the figure up
ahead?

Coralie then saw movement off to the
side, a few feet away from the figure, close to the buildings.
One animal, no … two, Coralie said
under her breath. There was one on each side of the figure
now.

They began to move inward, verging
toward the figure’s side. She saw the human figure make a simple,
quick snapping gesture. The animal-like figures immediately flanked
to its sides.

She felt Jacques tense and let out a
low, protective growl from his throat. “Easy, Boy...”she said, in a
low voice, almost a whisper.

As Coralie moved closer and her eyes
came into focus, she could see that the figure was wearing a
dark-colored – black, maybe charcoal – jogging suit, with a hood
pulled over its head. The hood was large enough that it hung low
over the figure's face. She couldn't see their face. It was like
looking into a black-hole of nothingness.

The large animal-like figures moved
around the close proximity to their 'master'. Their fur
looked wild and untamed and when they growled they showed their
jagged teeth. They stood tall and stout, much taller than any
domestic dog, more the height of a Bengal Tiger. The both of them
were pacing back and forth like a pride-ruling lion.

The furry, feral creatures paused
aside the human figure for a moment, staring at her and Jacques.
This made Coralie slow to an abrupt halt. Her heart started to beat
faster, causing her breathing to speed as well. Her chest began to
rise and fall in quick motions, as if she had been running at full
tilt.

The figure and its furred sidekicks
stared straight ahead, directly at Coralie and Jacques, titling
their heads slightly, in unison, then pausing. Though she could not
see the figure's face, Coralie almost felt as if the figure was
smiling at her, and she began to feel sick with fear.

She scanned her surroundings in a
quick, but unnoticeable motion. The bestial beings were still
paused, watching Coralie and Jacques as a predator would watch its
prey before they began their chase.

With another tilt of their
master's head, as if speaking in silence, the furry
creatures crouched in waiting for the next command. The both of
them let out a deafening howl, followed by a low growl that came up
from their throats, both in flawless sequence.

Then, as if given some silent signal,
both of the hairy, muscular animals both crouched even lower,
wriggling their bodies, as if preparing for a predacious mad dash
toward their game.

Jacques started to bark wildly,
jumping their direction, but Coralie continued to hold tight to his
leash.

She quickly scanned her eyes to her
right. She could see the next street through the wooded area that
split them.

Her chest was rising and falling even
faster between breaths. Coralie looked back at the figure, and
although she could not see their face in the blackness underneath
the hooded jacket, she knew that his eyes were focused solely on
her.

Suddenly, she stopped. Coralie saw
something that made her freeze in her motion. She saw something
frightening. Something alarming. A simple, miniscule flicker of
green appeared underneath the figure’s hood. Startled, Coralie held
her breath for only a mere moment. For that moment, there was
silence.

Then as if a switch had been flipped,
all sound surrounding them returned. The wolf-like creatures were
still growling low rumbles from their throats, standing close aside
their master ... and then, they were given the signal. The
tall, but slight, manly figure gave a slight nod of his hand and
his ferocious, furry sidekicks took off from their predatory
stance.

 


* * * * *

 


“Cal –,” Katelyn called from the back
door, into the backyard. She grinned as she watched her husband
complete one of his meditated, Grecian Pankration fighting
moves.

Cal looked up, breathing still steady.
“Yes, dear love of my life...”

She smiled at him, still standing at
the door. “Pank-ra, today, huh?” she asked, as she walked out
toward him. She was walking in the shaded part of the grass, which
felt cool to her bare feet.

“You know, it's my favorite ...
besides, it's a good work-out. Gotta keep the ol' body in shape …
Can't let myself go, you know...” Cal said with a smile.

Katelyn returned it, as she approached
him.

Cal reached for her and she took his
hand. With a mischievous look in his eye, he abruptly pulled her
close to him, holding her arms in a restraint hold. She eyed him,
silently questioning his next move.

With his face close, he looked deep
into her eyes. “You've always been too trusting.” He said, smiling,
playfully down at his wife.

“Isn't Trust and Faith supposed to be
a portion of our Heavenly Virtues...?” Katelyn countered,
teasingly.

Unexpectedly, in a single, hastily
maneuver, Katelyn whipped out from within his arms, flipped up and
over him and appeared behind his back. Cal found himself in a
firm-armed headlock, with none other than his wife's arms around
him.

“Is that all you’ve got, Love?” Cal
playfully taunted. But just before he could finish his sentence,
Katelyn released Cal just as she swept his feet out from under him.
Cal fell backward, but just before hitting the ground, Cal threw
himself into a back-flip landing on his feet, like a
cat.

“You've been practicing...” Cal said,
offering a congratulatory grin to Katelyn.

“So have you, Dear...” Katelyn said
with a smile. “Before you go back to 'getting into shape', could
you go check on our daughter?”

“You got it!” Cal answered, with a
martial arts style bow. Katelyn reciprocated the bow. When she
lifted her head, he was already gone.


Chapter 3

 


Coralie spun around quickly, shouting to
Jacques to 'run'. Both darted through the wooded area,
running fast ... faster, faster, run faster, she thought.
She could hear them getting closer. It was just like her dreams.
Only this time, she was the one being chased.

Dodging low lying tree limbs, trunks
and brush, Coralie pushed herself to run faster still.

The growling and snarling behind her
was getting much closer. Close enough that she thought she could
feel them snapping at her heels, with every stride that she took.
Pushing herself not to slow, she could feel the hanging branches
and tree limbs scratching her skin as she flew past them, knocking
them out of her way. She could feel the stinging of those
scratches, but continued to push herself forward.

A dream, this must be a dream,
she thought. Wake up, Coralie, wake up ...

She kept running full throttle until
her legs felt as though they may collapse right out from under her.
Though it seemed it impossible, she continued to push forward
through the trees that surrounded her.

A dream, this has to be a dream ...
could I really run this fast, if it wasn't? Coralie asked
herself.

Suddenly, she had an idea ... a wild,
crazy, senseless, idea.

Coralie thought of the Black-Racer
snake that she had heard her father speak of in one of his
lectures. Suddenly, she couldn’t remember if it was a true example
or an old legend. But, it was worth a shot. She replayed her
father’s words in her mind.

The Black-Racer will only chase you
as long as you run from it, she thought. She commanded herself,
Turn on them! It'll work ... and if it doesn't, it's just
a dream ... right?!? What did she have to lose??? Turn,
now!

They could see her. They could smell
her. This is what their master had trained them for. Their orders
were set. There was no turning back. Coralie knew this to be
certain.

The two of them pushed their legs
harder, faster in front of them, propelling them closer towards
her, closer towards their prey. They were getting closer. Even
through the brush covered ground and intertwining trees, they would
surely find her.

Hesitant to slow her speed at first,
she looked around for a good turning point, though there was none
to be found. There were trees and brush all around her. She knew
she had to turn now. The next street was coming into view, through
the trees. If they reached the approaching street, she would have
nowhere to run but straight, with no shrubbery or earthy growth to
slow her trailers. They would surely gain on her then and catch
her. It had to be now. She had to stop now ... Now, she
commanded to herself.

Coralie was starting to slow, but no …
she had a plan. It had to work, or – Coralie paused,
realizing that there was no ‘or’. She didn't want to think
anymore. She only felt the notion to act.

She caught sight of a large upcoming
tree trunk. The base was big enough to get a good
footing.

A dream, it's just a dream... If
you can't wake up, you might as well have some fun with it, right?
Come on, Coralie, you can do this ... it's just a dream ... just a
dream … a dream …, she thought to herself, allowing a slight
grin come over her.

Suddenly, it seemed as if something
natural, beyond her control, was taking over her.

She released Jacques leash, but he
didn't stray. He halted watching her every move.

Coralie leapt forward onto the large
trunk base and scaled up two or three feet before turning and using
an adjacent trunk to propel her back toward the approaching
animals. Jacques was directly underneath her in a protective
stance.

The galloping, mongrel-like creatures
quickly advanced upon the two of them, gnarling and gnashing their
teeth. The beasts were ready to pounce onto their prey. But Coralie
was first.

She came down on the first of them
with a crushing blow, causing it to crash down hard onto the ground
and roll, smashing into the firm base of the tree. The animal leapt
to its feet and charged her once more; this time, catching her
off-guard, sweeping her feet out from underneath her. As her legs
gave way, she fell backward, landing atop her left shoulder
awkwardly.

Agony shot through her, causing
Coralie to let out a painful cry aloud. Pushing aside the ache in
her shoulder, she rolled up onto her feet slowly and painfully, and
then planted them into a cautious stance.

The canine creature turned around and
charged her again, beckoning the aid of its friend. As the first
charging animal reached Coralie before its companion, she hit the
beastly mongrel in its side, knocking him sideways and causing him
to slide a few feet from her. It rolled to a stop just before the
second furry beast came hurdling over him, flying towards
Coralie.

Jacques bounded into Coralie's
charger, knocking him aside, causing him to stagger. When the first
creature got up stumbling to its feet, Jacques jumped at him and
collided forcefully into his side. This time, the first beastly
creature did not budge from the place he laid.

The second fur-coated brute of a
creature turned snarling at the sight of his canine cohort lying
still against the hard ground. This angered him, almost into
oblivion, until all that he could see was Coralie and all he felt
was the need to destroy her.

Coralie could read him. She could read
his every thought. She swallowed hard, knowing that he was
meditating his next move.

The wild-eyed beast started to rush
toward her again, barring its jagged teeth and snarling at the very
sight of her. He had been ordered to retrieve her by his master,
but now his comrade lay still at the base of a tree because of
her.

Angry, the beastly creature leapt into
the air. Coralie lifted her arms over her head and jumped for the
nearest, lowest tree branch. She grabbed a hold of the branch and
pulled her body upward, causing the creature to miss her by just
inches. The creature hit the ground and rolled back into its
fighting stance. It was as if he were a machine, programmed to do
one thing – to kill her.

Coralie twisted around, dropping from
the branch, landing gracefully on the ground. She caught sight of a
low lying branch, about the girth of her own arm, just within her
reach.

She stared at it for a quick second,
not knowing if she had the strength. But the chance was worth a
shot. She reached out and swiftly ripped it from the tree trunk
with sheer success. She looked toward her onslaught
opponent.

Now armed, Coralie used the large
bough to strike the beast square in his jaw. The striking blow
stunned it just long enough for Coralie to strike it once more
across its body, sending it crushing into the side of another tree
trunk.

Coralie watched its body for a moment.
She was expecting another movement, another charge, another
attack.

But there was nothing.

She looked around. Her eyes soaked in
the two heaps of lifeless fur lying still and unmoving on the
ground. Jacques joined her, back by her side, as if he'd never
left.

She shifted her sight back to the
motionless masses, and sighed. She noticed that her breathing had
begun to slow.

It's over, she thought,
Wake up Coralie ... this is a dream, I just
know it … so, why am I not waking up?

Maybe it's not over, she heard,
maybe it's just the beginning... the voice said.

She tried shaking the eerie feeling
that spread throughout her body. Just my imagination … She
took another long look at the dark heaps that lay on the ground.
Coralie grabbed ahold of Jacques' leash and said, “Come on boy,
let's go.”

She turned only to be faced with the
strange figure standing before her. Its face was shadowed in
complete darkness by the hood of his hooded jacket. Coralie, once
again, saw a brief flicker of green within the darkness and gasped
as the hooded character began to approach her.


Chapter 4

 


A dream. It’s only a dream, Coralie, wake up
... she chanted to herself.

“It's not a dream, silly girl, and
it is far from over ... you may have taken out my canine friends,
but now, you must perish ... and of that I will make
certain...” a male voice said, with a sly and cunningness to
it. She knew that the voice had to have come from the faceless male
that was standing in front of her. Though she could not see his
mouth move, she knew it was the source from where the threats had
emerged.

The hooded assailant lunged at her,
fast, but not quite fast enough. Coralie slid out of the way, in a
single, solid, swift motion, releasing Jacques who sprinted after
her attacker.

The attacker turned and raised his
arm, attempting to block the bounding Jacques. The attempt was
futile. Jacques clinched onto his arm, knocking the enigmatic man
to the ground, biting down, and drawing blood.

The man twisted away from Jacques'
clinching jaws and rose hurriedly to his feet. He began to lunge at
Coralie again, seemingly un-phased by Jacques’ recent attack on
him.

Jacques flanked swiftly to her side.
Coralie thought quickly, as she caught sight of the leash hanging
from his neck. She reached down, grabbing the leash and hitting the
release button simultaneously.

As her aggressor approached her,
hurtling toward her, she whipped the leash around her head and
flung its metal clasp end toward her opponent. In a quick snapping
motion, the metal clasp caught and wrapped around the attacker's
wrist. Coralie jerked the leash tight, hurling him toward her.
Using a nearby tree base as her leverage, she jumped onto it. She,
then, used it to propel her body. Flinging herself through the air
like a dagger. She vaulted into her foe, knocking him hard onto the
ground.

Staggering, her adversary started to
rise against her and come for her again. Without thinking, Coralie
put her hands in front of her, suddenly stopping him just a few
feet in front of her. He tilted his head. Even though Coralie could
not see his face, she knew there was a look of confusion plastered
all over it. She lifted her hands, and as if on cue, he levitated
off of the ground.

Coralie could tell that he was scared
and surprised. She could tell that he was not expecting this. The
thought cross her mind to let him go, but she questioned her
thought. If she let him go, would he run away? Or would he come at
her again, in the attempt to finish her – surely as he had been
ordered?

Deciding against her gut, she began to
let him down slowly. “I will let go, but under the solitary
condition...” She paused feeling a brief sense of accomplishment.
Very brief.

Suddenly, she saw a change in his
stature. She cut her words abruptly. The change was nothing too
noticeable, but enough to make her stop his descend. His shoulders
began to square-up and his chest rose as it filled with air.
Instead of frightened or taken by surprise, now, he seemed
confident and assured.

That's when she heard it.

It sounded like a low-rising chuckle,
a bit of sickening laugher. It was coming from him. She couldn't
tell if he was laughing out loud.

Was it coming from him or from
his thoughts?

Coralie wasn't sure. All she knew was
that this person – whoever they were – was there to hurt
her.

Still hearing the laughter seep from
the faceless man, she stopped his descend to the ground. This must
have struck him as odd, because his laughter suddenly
stopped.

Coralie almost didn't recognize the
feeling that had swept over her – it was a sick, victorious
pleasure. She unconsciously and unwilling allowed a grin to swell
across her lips. With a swift motion of her hand, his body flung
hard against the base of a nearby oak tree … this time, leaving him
laying atop the ground, unmoving.

Jacques' bark was ringing in her ears.
She backed away from her hooded attacker, moving toward Jacques’
collar with his leash in hand. With her eyes still on the heaps
that lay on the ground, she clasped the leash back around his
neck.

Coralie rose to her feet slowly,
keeping Jacques close to her and her eyes fixed on the pummeled
masses lying on the ground. She could see a dark, pooling liquid
beginning to cover the earth beneath the lifeless
bodies.

She turned around wanting to run away,
but her thriving adrenaline was gone. She tried to take a step
forward, but she could feel herself slipping into darkness – then,
all of her surroundings began to fade around her.

 


* * * * *

 


“Kate – ?” Cal called out,
entering the kitchen.

“In here, Dear.” Kate called back.
“Did you check on her?”

“She's fine, Honey, don't worry...”
Cal answered her, watching her nervously scrub the already clean
sink.

“But you know that I do ... I can't
help it. And don't act like you don't worry...” Kate turned around,
facing Cal across the island bar that centered the
kitchen.

“Of course, I worry ... she's my
little girl ... but, I have to admit, this is the one time
that I don't worry about her...” Cal said, as he took a seat
on one of the bar stools.

She walked toward him, closing the
space between them. “Not even a little ...?” Kate questioned, as
she placed her hands on the counter top of the bar.

Jokingly, squishing his fingers
together, he said, “Well, maybe a little … Kate, she's my little
girl, too ... and though she is growing up ... I always worry about
her,” Cal said, then adding a smirk. “With that said, even though
I'm always in a state of worry over our daughter’s safety and
well-being. These times, these scenarios … these are the ones that
I don't worry so much about ... she’s a Natural and she’s
Protected.”

“I know she's a big girl, Cal ... she
doesn't let a day go by where she doesn't verbally remind me of
that ... and that's what brings me to say this...” she paused for
only a moment to gather her words, “Cal, Honey, I really think that
it's time we talk to her ... I think, no, I know, that it's time
that she knows ... It’s time that she knows the
truth...”

Cal sighed, not wanting to admit it,
but knowing his wife was right. “Kate, I'm not sure – I mean, she's
doing fine and I'm afraid it'll mess things up for her ... afraid
that she –”

“... will be angry with us?” Kate
finished her husband’s sentence, looking up at him with sincere
eyes.

Looking down, Cal continued, “Maybe
... but, it's not just that … What if she's not ready?”

“You know that she is ... she has
always been ready...” she said, as she laid her hands on his
shoulders. “You know that I worry about her on a constant and
continuous basis, but I feel that we are doing her an injustice by
keeping this life from her.”

“But we had agreed ... this is what
was best for her.” Cal started to argue defensively.

“But that was then...” Kate said, with
a calmingly, genuine, heartfelt voice.

Cal exhaled a heavy sigh, as Kate
continued.

“You know, as well as I, the others
her age already know what to expect and have already been –” but
her words were cut off by Cal.

“I know, Kate...” Cal said in a low
voice.

“So, are we agreed?” Kate
asked.

“Yes, we are agreed...” Cal spoke low,
as he reached to his shoulder to touch his wife's hand for
reassurance. He turned around on the kitchen bar stool, hugging her
close to him. “But let's get through tonight, okay ... then we'll
find a good time to sit down and talk with her.”

“Okay...” she said, sealing their
agreement with peck on her husband’s lips. “Are you sure she was
okay?” Katelyn said, barely backing away.

“Yes, of course I'm sure ... besides,
I am certain that I would have been notified of anything different.
She'll be fine...” he said to his wife, with assurance.

“Well, just until … I mean, once she
knows, it won't be necessary, but do you have plans for –” Kate
stammered nervously.

“Yes, I have everything ready ... just
in case of emergency...” Cal said.

“I'll just be glad when all of this is
over...” Kate sighed, trying hard to shake her nerves, but still,
she was unsuccessful.

“Kate, you do realize that once she
knows, it won't just be over … There will be no turning back
... we won't be able to undo this...” Kate took a deep breath. Cal
continued, “It'll be the start of more than you or I, or anyone for
that matter, could ever dream of...” Kate sighed heavily, not
knowing which scared her more – revealing the truth or the truth
itself.


Chapter 5

 


Coralie could feel her weight being lifted from
where she lay. She tried to open her eyes, what seemed an almost
impossible task. She finally managed to crack her eyelids open just
enough to see a silhouette of what looked like a young man. The man
was holding her close to his body. He felt familiar. He carried her
tired, limp body … holding her close … holding her
tight.

She tried to shift her eyes into
focus, but they would not allow it. She could feel the warmth of
his body and the strength of his arms surrounding her, carrying her
as if she were weightless.

Where am I? Coralie thought to
herself, unable to remember. Had she hit her head? Where was she?
Trying to remember only made her head ache worse.

She tried to open her eyes once more.
There were beams of light shining all around him. There was
a brilliant halo of light around his head, blinding her weakened
sight from seeing his face. An angel? She thought,
questioning the safety that wrapped around her. Was she dead? Could
this really be happening? She couldn’t explain it, but
somehow she felt a sense of safety.

She made another attempt to open her
eyes. The slits in her eyes barely allowed light to peak through
them. Where had she been? Where was she now?

Wait, light ... sunlight ...
outside ... woods ... What had she seen? Had she passed out in
the woods? What was she doing there? And who had found
her?

She started to try to sit up in his
arms, but her effort was a failing one. Realizing how painful of a
blow she must have taken to her head when she lost passed out in
the woods, Coralie relaxed back into the security of his
arms and started to float back into a state of
unconsciousness.

 


* * * * *

 


Coralie awoke to the sound of her
mother's voice. “Coralie,” her mother called out, from the
staircase. Coralie could hear her mother's footsteps nearing her
door.

Coralie started to stir – mind first,
then body.

“Coralie,” her mother called
again.

Coralie rubbed her eyes and blinked a
few times, trying to focus on the image pacing around her
room.

“Coralie, Hon, it's time to get up...”
Katelyn walked over to her daughter’s bedroom window, moving the
curtains aside, as she spoke, allowing light to peek in.

“Mom? What time is it?” Coralie asked,
groggily.

“Three o'clock, dear...”

“Three? Morning or
afternoon?”

“Afternoon ... honey, you've been
asleep all day...”

“Sleeping ... all day...” speaking
sleepily, then Coralie sat up suddenly. She recalled events passing
through her mind like a movie on fast forward. She saw moments
flicker scene after scene.

“Mom ... asleep ... I've been asleep
... are you absolutely sure that I've been asleep?” Coralie asked
in desperation.

“Yes, dear ... asleep ... and you need
to get up and start getting ready ... it's getting late. Do you
know what you are wearing tonight?”

“The library. Mom ... I went –”
Coralie started but was cut off.

“Oh, the library ... right ... you
mentioned that you needed to get some book on hold for your Lit
class ... What was it again?” she paused, looking down at something
in her hand. “Oh, yes ... Austen.” She said, reading the author's
name. Katelyn laid the book down on Coralie's bedside table, then
she began to cross Coralie’s bedroom again.

“Wait, yes ... but how did you
–”

Cutting her daughter off again before
she could ask a too in-depth question, “Honey, you mentioned it
this morning ... in the kitchen ... I know that the library closes
early on Saturday, so I thought while I was out running errands,
I'd pick it up.” She stopped just long enough to look at her
daughter's confused stare. “Besides, you've been so tired lately
... And well, between helping your dad and me with the Benefit, and
working so hard on your studies ... I thought that you may need
some rest, Cor.”

“Yeah, I guess, but ... I mean
–”

“You’re welcome and you can thank me
by getting up and getting dressed.” Katelyn said, leaning down to
kiss her daughter atop her head.

“Mom –” Coralie started.

“Yes, Honey...” Katelyn stopped just
before walking out of the bedroom door.

“Umm...” Coralie paused. The words
would not come. How crazy her mother must be thinking she is right
now. She suddenly questioned herself. Questioning, had she really
been asleep all day ... had she really never left the house ... had
she not taken Jacques for a walk ... had she really not ran into
some psycho-creep-canine-keeper, who had tried to kill her?
Yeah, she thought, that didn't sound crazy. She
snapped back into reality to see her mother’s questioning stare.
“Nevermind, Mom.”

“Okay, Hon.” Katelyn smiled and
answered innocently, then turned to exit the doorway. Coralie sat
on the edge of her bed, listening to her mother's footsteps descend
the stairs. She shifted her eyes and stared at the book that lay on
her bedside table.

She sighed. She had already told her
parents about her dreams once. She recalled the concerned looks on
their faces. A few more mentions of this kind could get her an
express ticket to seeking professional help.

She took a deep breath and decided to
keep this one mention to herself. It was not like she had made a
regular practice of keeping things from her parents, but this
seemed a bit necessary ... just until she could shake this feeling.
The feeling that something was going on ...

Her dreams had seemed real. Too
real. But it had to be real, right? If not, if what she was
experiencing was all a dream ... then, what did she have to worry
about? Dreams couldn’t hurt you, could they?

“Coralie...” she heard her mother call
from downstairs, “I don't hear you stirring...”

“I'm up, Mom...” Coralie said as she
rose to her feet, walked across her room, and looked down from her
window. The sight made a grin spread across her face. She saw
Jacques resting underneath the big oak tree in their
backyard.

Maybe it was just a dream
... a vivid, crazy dream ...

As she strode lightly across her room,
she took a hair tie from her wrist, and pulled her hair into a
short sprig to the back of her head.

Something caught her eye.

Her eyes widened as she quickly moved
back into view of her mirror. She moved in closer to the mirror,
checking out her extremely visible, bruised shoulder.

She touched it lightly, causing a
sharp pain to run up her arm. It was a dark shade of purple and
blue that stretched over her entire shoulder, highlighted with red
& pink scrapes.

She closed her eyes tightly. She said
to herself, “This is not real...it was only a dream... only a
dream...”

Eyes still closed, she touched her
shoulder again. Still painful, she winced. She opened her
eyes and took a deep breath inward.

Looking at her bare shoulder,
underneath the skinning strap of her tank top, the bruise gawked
back at Coralie, taunting her. Her parents could not see this.
What would they think? 

She heard lightly ascending footsteps,
coming up the staircase. Quickly, she grabbed at her sweatshirt
that lay across the back of her arm chair from the day before, and
through it over her head.

“Coralie?” her dad said, as he knocked
lightly on the door frame. 

“Hey Dad!” she answered,
quickly.

“A little jumpy, huh?”

“Uh, no ... well, yeah, I guess ...
still not quite awake yet...”

“Well, are you awake enough for a
mid-afternoon snack?” Cal asked, as he pulled a plate from his
back. “I made you an ultimate grilled cheese – your favorite –
well, aside, of course, from Mom's cold spaghetti...”

“Well, of course...” she said with
agreement.

“... so, I thought that since you had
had that for an early morning breakfast – and you slept clear
through lunch ... you're surely panged with hunger, eh?”

Coralie's stomach growled as if on
cue, answering her dad's question.

“Actually, I hadn't noticed until just
now, but, yeah … I'm starving...” she said, taking the plate and
grabbing one of the precisely cut triangles. “Thanks,
Dad!”

“No problem, kiddo.” he said as he
patted her left shoulder. She gulped down the bite of grilled
cheese still in her mouth, and then clinched her teeth in an
attempt not to scream out in pain.

“You okay, kiddo?” Cal
questioned.

She finally choked out an answer.
“Yeah, Dad ... sorry ... grilled-cheese, down the wrong pipe ... I
guess I was hungrier than I thought.”

“You're alright, now, though?” he
questioned again.

“Yeah, Dad ... I'm okay now...” she
said clearing her throat, taking another bite, chewing dramatically
and noticeably slower.

“Alright, you need to start getting
dressed pretty soon, or Mom will have a come-apart...”

“Okay,” she said, pretending to salute
an officer, “I'm on it, Sir...”

“At ease soldier … call me if you
start choking again ... I know the Heimlich...”

“Okay, Dad ... I think that I'll be
fine...”

As soon as she heard his feet hit the
bottom of the stairs, she looked back toward the mirror and peaked
back at the hideous bruise that covered her shoulder.

She all of the sudden had a sickening
thought. Could today have really happened? Could all of this
– everything she had experienced in the past couple of weeks –
could it all be a reality?

“Coralie ... I don't hear enough
movement up there ... is everything okay?” Katelyn called from
downstairs.

“Yeah, Mom – In the closet, I'm just
picking out my dress...” Coralie walked over to her closet and
sighed as she perused through it, trying to find one that would
cover her dark, shining bruised shoulder.

 


* * * * *

 


“Come on, Cor...” Katelyn
called up to her daughter's room, “... let's go ... we’re going to
be late...”

“Okay, Mom,” Coralie answered, “...
I’ll be right down...” Coralie took one last glance in the mirror.
The black dress draped close to her body, flattering to her tall,
slender frame. The dress hung to just above her knees. It was
sleeveless on one side, and on the other was a flowing sleeve
draping across her left shoulder, hiding the purplish-blue mark
that covered it.

Descending the stairs, Coralie saw her
Mom rushing in one room and out of the other and then back again.
“Okay, Cor, let's go ... I cannot be late to my own benefit!”
Katelyn called out, as if Coralie was still up the
stairs.

Still standing on the last step of the
staircase, Coralie answered, “Mom, I'm right here...”

“Okay, Cal, go get the car ... I'll
get our coats. Cor, just stay right here and wait for Dad to pull
around.”

“Okay, Mom ... I think I can handle
it!”

“Okay, then ... and here, hold on to
this...it's my speech.”

“Got it!” Coralie said, as she took
the slip of paper and walked out onto the front porch.

It was a clear night, breezy and cool.
Cooler than the more recent March nights. A shiver ran through her
body. But it was not the cool air that made her shiver. It was the
sudden feeling of being not-so-alone. Coralie knew that she was
standing all by herself on the front porch of her house, but the
feeling of someone else standing near, standing close, watching
her, swept over her like a blanket.

The only illumination came from a
sliver of moon that hung high in the dark sky and the tiny
twinkling stars that filled the rest of it. As she stared out into
the darkness, her eyes found themselves searching for something,
someone. She felt their presence. And she knew that if she
could feel the presence, surely there had to be a source from which
it came.

Her eyes continued to search the
darkness around her, but they saw nothing.

Coralie instantly felt uneasy as she
thought that she may have seen something ... a movement, a shadow,
in the field of open landscape that rested beside her house.
Concentrating on the open field, she seemed to lose sight of ...
what? What did she see? Was there possibly someone out there, in
the open field, amongst the waving stalks of wheat? Was there
someone, out there, watching her?

Honk!

Startled, Coralie jumped at the sound
of the car horn, seizing her attention. “Come on, Cor ... get in!”
her mother called from the front passenger seat window.

Coralie descended the front steps and
strode down the walkway leading to the driveway. She slid into the
backseat. Her parents were both turned around and staring at
her.

“Honey, are you sure you are okay? You
seem a little jumpy tonight...” Katelyn asked her daughter, in a
much calmer tone than before.

Coralie looked out of her side door
window toward the black, open field. Nothing – no movement,
anywhere ... aside from the sea of wheat stalks swaying in a
wave-like motion.

What or who had been out there?
Watching? Waiting for ... what? Her? She turned around and
tried to muster up an easy grin. “I'm fine, Mom ...,” she paused,
taking in a deep calming breath, “I’m fine...”


Chapter 6

 


When they arrived at the Talmedge University
Banquet Hall, there were swarms of people. But that was the norm.
Anytime Coralie’s parents hosted an event of this sort in the city,
it was the most popular place to be. She stood in awe, thinking to
herself that everyone inside and outside of the city must have
showed. And it was still early. 

Though Coralie gave most of the credit
to her parents for putting together such a wondrous celebration,
she did not want to discredit the University itself. Talmedge
University was one of seven very prestige and reputable private
universities that her father had been affiliated with. It had been
named for Dr. Wade Talmedge, who founded the University in the
early 1900s – or at least that’s what the dedication plaque in the
quad indicated.

Coralie’s father had been offered the
Head of Department position at each of the seven private
universities. But for whatever reason, he had decided to stay in
Thessla, and took the position at Talmedge.

Tonight's Event: a Going Green
Campaign for the University. For Talmedge and for the town of
Thessla, this was a major affair. Cal was the Department Head of
Natural Sciences & Research for the University. Katelyn,
Thessla’s event planner and coordinator, would ensure tonight's
event was a success.

Coralie looked at her parents. She
watched her mother, looking so put together and sophisticated. She
shifted her eyes to her dad, looking ever so debonair and
intelligent. She smiled with pride. Together, they made a great
team.

“It's showtime!” Katelyn said, holding
her hand out, beckoning her speech, which was written flawlessly on
a set of monogrammed note cards.

“Break a leg,” Coralie whispered,
knowing her mother would not need the wishing of such luck. Coralie
never understood why her mother felt the need for the note cards.
She never used them. Never even looked down at them. She always
held her audience’s attention with confidence and never once looked
away from them.

The night's event would consist of
seven speaking parts, five of which would be from celebrities, of
some sort. As always, her mother would begin the night with an
introductory speech of the campaign's importance, and then
introduce Coralie’s father, who would speak on behalf of the
night's campaign, cause and foundation. After speaking, he would
then introduce the first guest speaker and so on from there. After
all of the celebrities have spoken to their audience on behalf of
the cause, and the importance of “playing your part” and how
to make “healthy contributions”, Katelyn would then return
to the stage, giving another heartfelt “thank you all for coming
and supporting our cause” followed by the “and please
everyone stay, mingle ... we're all family here...” And with
that said, the mingling music would begin, causing people to
stir with meaningless chatter.

The Banquet Hall was filled with
people mingling about. Coralie shuffled through the sea of people,
and began to listen to the comments being thrown back and forth
from one party to another.

“I plan to write a check for ten
thousand dollars,” one would say.

“Hmph ... an insignificant drop in the
bucket to my fifty thousand dollar check,” another would
counter.

“You're contributions are both sad and
pathetic, and will look as such next to my check for one hundred
thousand dollars ... I would think of giving nothing less for a
cause such as this...” another countered to both.

Coralie tried to hurry away, hiding
her laughter and disgust. This was the same bantering,
back-and-forth conversations from the last event, the Save the
White Seals Benefit. The Benefit held before that was the
Save the Red Oaks Benefit. 

But this was her life. And the society
that she lived in.

Her parents were not societal and
money driven like those that surrounded them. Though, both were
from wealthy families, her parents chose to 'give back' and
they were seemingly making it a societal trend.

Coralie continued to make her way
through the crowd.

Just as she thought that she may make
it to the side door, leading out onto the terrace, before being
caught up with, Coralie heard someone call her name. “Coralie...”
she turned in the direction from which she heard her name.
“Coralie, dear...” she looked around casually then turned to be
faced with her mother, who was walking toward her, followed by her
father and a young man, handsomely dressed. She couldn’t will her
eyes away from his. Something about him was so familiar.

“Coralie, I want you to introduce you
to someone ... you may remember him from when you guys were just
kids ... this is Courland, Courtland Cumberlin...”

Sticking his hand out to take hers,
“Just call me Court...”

“Court...” Coralie nodded and placed
her hand into his, his touch sending chills up her arm, almost
electric.

“Yes, Coralie, you know his sister,
don't you? Criston Cumberlin?” Katelyn asked, attempting to provide
her daughter with some sort of connection.

Coralie nodded, unsurely. “Oh, yes, of
course ... I don’t recall having seen her at all this semester at
Chelsea, though...”

“Yes, umm...” Court started, as he
looked at Katelyn and Cal, then back at Coralie, “… she's been
studying abroad ... Romania ... she loves it there...”

“Oh ... wow ... Romania, that's great
... I hadn't heard...”

“Well, don't feel like a bad friend or
anything ... nothing was finalized until the day of her
departure...”

“Did Headmaster Norewood have to
approve something like that?”

“Umm … Yes, but that was actually the
easy part ... Norewood is extremely favorable of learning through
different cultures. He highly recommends studying abroad for all of
us...”

“It seems that you know him well...”
Coralie stated, more as a question.

“Well, yes, of course ... he's a dear
friend of our family ... much the same as he is with –”

Interrupting, Katelyn quickly
interjected, “Coralie, dear, Court is here visiting for a few weeks
... he's also been studying abroad...”

Seemingly distracted with this, she
directed her response back toward Court. “Oh, really ...
where?”

“Greece...” he replied.

“Oh, wow... Greece...”

“Yes, well ... luckily, for me, I was
given the privilege of choice,” he said with a smile, “... so I
chose to study in the old homeland...”

“The old homeland...” Coralie
repeated.

Court continued, though, a little
confused by her reaction to his choice of wording. “Well, yes, ...
and I guess you could imagine my parents were disappointed with me
being unable to visit over Christmas break ... but when I got their
phone call, explaining the situation –”

“Okay, kids,” Katelyn spoke up,
interrupting again, and shooting Court a look that Coralie didn't
understand. “... We thought that you two could keep each other
company this evening ... maybe do some catching up ... but don’t
stay away too long ... and Court,” Katelyn paused eyeing the young
man, “ ... stay close to her, okay...”

Cal added, “Yeah, while we old people
mingle amongst the swarms...”

“Right, Dad...” Coralie said,
appearing only slightly amused, while still questioning the comment
of her mother’s.

“Yes, ma’am … Mr. and Mrs. Collier, go
enjoy your evening...”

“Well, then, we'll leave you two to
enjoy the rest of the evening, as well ... Come on, Kate...” Cal
said, attempting to escort Katelyn away.

“Coralie, stay close, won't you...?”
Katelyn said, letting a bit of concern escape her.

“Of course, Mom...”

Katelyn smiled at her daughter, as she
allowed her husband to escort her to the other side of the
room.

“You were on your way to terrace, I
believe...” Court said, jogging Coralie from her inquisitive
stare.

“Oh, right...” she replied, grinning
shyly, as she passed through the open door leading out to the
terrace, being held opened by Court.

“So, your parents are nice...” Court
said, seemingly trying breaking the ice.

“Yeah, they're great. It's just that …
I guess, I just wish that –”

“They trusted you more?” he
questioned, finishing her sentence.

“Well, sort of ... I mean, it's like I
know that trust me, you know, I'm their daughter – of course, they
trust me – but it's like they don't trust the elements around me. I
just wish that –”

“They didn't worry so much...” Court
finished her sentence again.

She smiled. “Yeah.”

“She worries a lot ... your mom...”
Court said, perceptively.

“Yeah, pretty obvious, huh?” she said,
as she crossed the space between the door and the balcony's
edge.

“Do you give her reason?” Courtland
asked.

Shocked by his brash and honest
question, Coralie stood speechless for a moment.

Court spoke instead. “I'm sorry, that
was out of line...”

“No, really, it is fine...” she
shrugged. “But the answer, to your question, is ... no...” Coralie
continued as she stared out into the darkness from her perch on the
balcony. “They have always been very protective of me ... maybe
because I'm an only child, who knows...”

“Maybe ... or maybe, it could be that
they are both just loving parents that care deeply about their
brilliant and beautiful daughter. I, myself, would feel very
protective of something so special.”

Coralie's cheeks started to fill with
bright red heat, as she took in a deep breath.

Court leaned closer to Coralie along
the terrace railing, “Too forward?”

“No,” Coralie said, still blushing,
“... not at all...” Then she continued, trying to sound unshaken,
“I know that it's something that I should be grateful for. I mean,
look around us ... I bet you that half of the parents at this event
could not tell you where their children are or what they're doing,
who they're with ... it's a shame! They probably couldn't even tell
you their kid's favorite restaurant or their hobbies or pastimes
... You know; I am thankful. Parents should spend more time,
quality time, with their kids ... you know, parents should actually
share things with their kids. They should make every attempt to
ensure good, open relationships with their kids. You would see
fewer troubles out there, if people would take the time to be, you
know, good parents ... truthful, trusting parents...” she said,
finishing her rant. Coralie looked to her side, noticing the grin
that filled Court lips. “What?”

“You sound just like her … your
mother, I mean,” Court said, still grinning.

“I shall take that as a compliment...”
Coralie said, smiling assuringly.

“You should... also, you may want to
think of hosting next month's Event ... I can see it now ... The
Parent Project...” Court said, waving his hand in the air, as
if he were reading the stars.

“Yeah, I'll be sure to mention that at
the next meeting...” she said, prompting them both to laugh,
followed by endless smiles stretched across both of their
faces.

Coralie looked back out into the
darkness, just beyond the terrace. “Look there,” she said pointing,
“you can see the park from here ... I've never
noticed...”

“I take it that you like it there...”
Court questioned.

“Yeah, I guess ... It's nice. I go
there just to get away sometimes, you know, just to
think.”

Court grinned. “Yeah, I know what you
mean. I have a place like that of my own. Maybe I could show you
sometime...”

Coralie's breath caught in her chest.
“Yeah, I'd like that ... so, when are you leaving?

“Are you kicking me out already?”
Court questioned, jokingly over-dramatic.

Looking into his eyes, she shrugged.
“No, that’s not how I meant for those words to come out … I just
meant, how long will you be in Thessla? How long will you be
around...”

Court allowed the most handsome smile
that Coralie had ever seen to spread across his lips. “Time … it's
a funny thing, always uncertain ... but I will promise you this...”
he moved closer, looking deep within her eyes, “... the time I do
have here will be especially accommodating to the schedule of a
certain beautiful, young lady.”

Coralie couldn't help but to let her
face become flush with a deep shade of red once again. Gathering up
some courage, she finally said, “I think I'm going to take a turn
at being forward this time ... but I'm really glad that you are
here, in Thessla ... and I'm really glad that you came here
tonight...”

Court added. “Me, too...” causing
another smile to flash across her face, as she turned to look back
over the terrace.

Coralie's smile suddenly faded. “What
is it? You okay?” Court asked in response to her sudden change of
expression.

“I don't know. I thought I saw
something...” she said, still staring out into the shadows, cast by
the trees, just beyond the University's quad, “It looked like there
was someone out there...”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, it looked like someone was
standing, right out there, watching us...”

Court's demeanor changed, but not
enough to distract Coralie from what she saw. “Hey, it was probably
nothing. Look at you, you're shivering. It must be this night air,
here, take my jacket.”

“Umm, thanks,” she said, as he placed
the jacket around her shoulders.

“Anytime ... Now, let's take a walk
back inside...” Court said, holding the door and looking at
Coralie, waiting for her agreement.

She nodded and calmly walked through
the terrace door, though she still felt the presence of eyes
watching her every move.

The breeze from outside took one more
whip through her hair. Coralie tried to casually flatten her
tousled hair, without notice from Court.

No such luck.

When Coralie tried to steal a quick
side glance, Court was staring at her with the intensity of his
bright blue, beautiful eyes.

This caused a wave of sheer delight to
come over Coralie. Court was so beautiful. So refined and proper.
So handsome. So wonderful. So charming. Was he really so interested
in her?

She shook the thought, as she suddenly
caught sight of her parents, who to her surprise were not wearing
their usual exuberant smiles. This was a look of concern. The same
look she had seen grace the surface of their faces more recently
than ever before.

Court led her across the floor. She
could tell something anomalous was going on. She locked eyes with
her parents and mouthed the words, “What's going on?” The both of
them just stared at her.

Cal shifted his eyes to Court. Court
nodded, as if to answer some sort of silent question.

Coralie looked around, unable to shake
the eerie feeling that something strange was about to
happen.

The guests were all still lingering in
small crowds around the room. Coralie shifted her eyes from the sea
of guests to her parents then back to Court. His disposition wasn't
entirely different from the terrace, but not quite the same either.
He seemed to bear an incredibly protective gait. Protective of
what? Her? Why was he trying to protect her? And more importantly,
what from?

She looked at him, as he stared deep
into her eyes.

Then, in an instant, the lights went
out...


Chapter 7

 


The Banquet Room of the University was
pitch-black. Coralie felt a sense of panic shoot through her body.
Sounding shrieks filled the room. She felt a hand grab ahold of
hers. “This way...” Court said, leading her through the
darkness.

Coralie began to protest. “Wait
–”

“No, we have to go ... now,
Coralie...”

Coralie began her protest where she
left off, “Court, my parents ... I've got to find
them...”

“They're fine! We'll find them later
... right now ... we've got to get out of here...”

“I can't just leave ... they'll worry
about me...” Coralie pleaded.

Coralie felt Court pull her near him
in the dark. “Coralie, you must listen to me ... I promise that
your parents will be fine ... my only concern is getting you away
from here ... so, you must trust me...” He paused, allowing the
only sound to come from their breathing.

“What is going on?”

“Do you trust me?”

“I trust you.” Coralie felt no more
need to argue. The sincere tone of his voice was convincing enough.
His words made up for the blindness that the darkness had created.
She did feel that she could trust him. In an odd sort of way, she
just knew that she could. The familiarity had set in again.
She felt that she had always known that she could. How was
that possible?

Court continued to lead Coralie by the
hand through what seemed to match the black abyss. They could hear
swift movement and panicked chatter all around them. Yet, somehow,
through all of the commotion, even with their swiftness of travel
through the room, Coralie felt no one. No one was around them. Of
all the unnerved guests flitting around, bumping into one another,
she felt no one around them.

Suddenly, she felt a jerk of her hand
into an adjacent direction. “Through here...” she heard Court's
voice whisper.

She heard the sound of the side door
opening. She expected for light from the open door to illuminate
the Banquet Room, but there was only more darkness.

She felt another jerk of her arm,
“Come on, this way ... we have got to keep moving...”

It felt like they were in a maze. In
one door, then out the next. Darting in and out, here and there. Up
some stairs and around some corners. Just when Coralie thought they
had come to a stop, Court would jerk her in another direction, and
it was to do all over again.

Finally, they slowed to a halt.
Coralie had almost forgotten the still, darkness that surrounded
them. Coralie awaited some sort of direction from Court. But all
was still.

Silence.

Court squeezed her hand and turned to
face her in the dark. “Coralie, listen to me ... whatever the scene
... when we walk through this door ... just follow me and my lead
... okay?” She stood in silence, not knowing exactly what to
say.

“So, you trust me?”

“I trust you...”

Court allowed a fleeting smile to
sweep his lips. He gave Coralie’s hand another squeeze, giving her
assurance in the dark, and led her through the door.

When the door opened, Coralie expected
to see people running around in chaos. Scurrying in madness and
confusion. Instead, the door opened to a vacant roof top. Court
still holding her hand, quickly led her across the rooftop, to the
other side.

“Court...” she started, hesitantly and
nervously looking around.

Court leaned over the edge of the
building, looking down. He stared straight down to the ground below
them. “Okay ... Let's go!”

“Go? Go where?” Coralie asked in a
nervous tone, disordered and confused at his request.

Court allowed a smile escape, and
said, “Down there...”

Coralie looked over the ledge. “You're
kidding, right?!?!”

Trying to conceal the smile on his
face, he shook his head.

“No way! You can't be serious...” she
continued nervously, afraid that he was.

“You said that you trusted me,
right?”

She shrugged.

“Then, let's go!” He said, holding out
his hand.

Reluctantly, she took his hand, and
let him lead her to the edge of the building's rooftop.

He turned to her and put his other
hand on the side of her face. “You'll be fine... just follow my
lead...” He moved up onto the ledge, overlooking the three story
drop.

Court gave Coralie's hand a tight
squeeze and let go. Then in another instant, he jumped.

Coralie rushed to look over the edge,
knowing that she would see a pile of broken bloodiness. Instead,
she saw Courtland gracefully land in the grassy vacant lot that ran
alongside the building. Court turned and stared up at her,
motioning for her to do the same.

Coralie shook her head,
no.

Again, he motioned, beckoning for her
to jump and join him on the ground below. Coralie back away from
the ledge and looked around, her heart starting to race. As the
panic of her dilemma began to set in, she moved back to the ledge
and took another look down at Court. She looked directly into his
eyes. His warm, inviting, trustworthy eyes.

“You can do this...” he mouthed, “Come
on, now, trust me...”

Hesitantly, Coralie crawled up onto
the ledge. She rose slowly and nervously to her feet, took a deep
breath, and looked toward the sky.

Dear Lord, please catch me, don't
let me hit the ground ... I'm sure it is awfully hard when hit,
trying to defy the laws of gravity ... 

“Coralie, Come on ... trust me...”
Court called up to her, as quiet as he could, trying not to call
attention to the two of them.

Coralie looked down at Court for a
single, mere second.

All of the sudden, she heard a sound
come from the direction of the escape door. She closed her eyes
tight, and then jumped.

She could feel the air engulfing her
as she plunged downward from the ledge of the building. A part of
her wanted to open her eyes, to see what was beneath her and how
close she was to hitting the hard ground. But she couldn't. She
couldn't bring herself to open them.

Falling ... Falling ... her
arms and legs were attempting to flail about her, but she continued
to try to contain them, keeping them close to her body. Suddenly,
just as quickly as she had begun her descend to the grassy
side-lawn, her body stopped.

She didn't move. She was afraid.
Afraid to even attempt to open her eyes. Afraid of what she might
see. Afraid of what she might not...

After much deliberation within
herself, she slowly began to open her eyes. She found herself
staring into Court's calmingly beautiful, blue eyes. Suddenly,
Coralie became very conscious of the fact that she had spent a few
too many moments staring noticeably wistfully at him.

Apprehension set in.

She had just jumped from the rooftop
of a three-story building. Oddly, she realized that her feet were
still not touching the ground. Court was cradling her in his
arms.

Had he really just caught
her? From a three-story fall?

Court continued to allow his confident
leer to show through his lips.

“Nice catch!” Coralie said,
unbelieving of what had just happened.

“More like a safety snatch, really...”
Court said, smirking. Coralie looked at him with confusion, but
before she could say a word, he added, “We really need to work on
your form...”

Court gently let Coralie out of his
arms. As her feet lightly impressed the ground, she felt his hand
take hers. “We're not quite finished, come on, this way...” He led
her stealthily down the stone sidewalk that led to the front lawn
of the building.

Coralie began to hear voices. The
voices were getting louder as the two neared the front of the
building.

The Benefit guests, Coralie
thought … the vacating guests had stopped their fleet from the
building and congregated on the front lawn to discuss the strange
event. She quickly scanned the faces for her parents. No luck.
Where are they?

Court paused just before they reached
the corner of the building and turned to Coralie. “Follow me and
act as if you are still attempting to settle from the
panic.”

Act? Coralie
thought.

Court smiled at her unspoken thoughts.
“Come on,” he said, leading her around the corner. Court looked so
calm and unshaken. He led Coralie through the crowd of traumatized
guests, who were flowing out of the front doors and filling the
lawn. The inquisitive chatter surrounded them, as they continued
toward the end of the lawn.

“Where are we going?” Coralie
asked.

“I'm taking you home.” Court said with
such assurance, continuing to make their way afar from the
evacuated building.

“But what about my
parents?”

“They have already left.”

“Without me?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know that for
sure?”

“Look, I've told you before, you are
going to have to trust me. And we've got to go,” he looked up, back
toward the building, “... like now...” he continued, leading her
through the crowd as they all stood, gawking in question at the
pitch-dark building. “Through here.”

As Coralie followed Court, through the
sea of people, she felt the urge to glance back at the building.
Giving in to her sudden urge, suddenly she wished she
hadn't.

She saw a dark figure standing in one
of the windows. In a moment, it was gone. The figure had vanished
into the darkness.

She quickly looked away from the
building, and continued to follow behind Court, who was leading her
away from the horde of people.

They stopped at the last row of cars
in the parking lot. Court let go of her hand and threw his leg in
an up and over direction, mounting a stark black motorcycle.
Coralie watched him as he reached back into the pack that rested on
the back of its seat. He held something out to her, a motorcycle
helmet. “Safety first...” he said, with a grin.

“Uh, no, thanks...”

“Well, you're not going to walk home,
are you?”

“You cannot expect me to just hop onto
the back of this … thing.”

“What? Are you afraid of this?” he
asked, playfully patting the handle bars.

“There is NO WAY that I am riding that
thing ... are you crazy?”

“Coralie, come on, look at me ...
you’re going to tell me that you are afraid of riding a motorcycle
... with me ... but somehow you were able to muster enough courage
to leap off the rooftop of a three story building...”

She shrugged.

“How many times do I have
to tell you in one night...” he switched the helmet to the other
hand and then held out his free hand, “you can trust
me...”

Coralie took his hand, as he helped
her climb onto the back of the motorcycle. She gathered the bottom
of her dress in her un-held hand and threw her leg over the back of
the seat.

Court reached back toward her, helmet
in hand, “Here, put this on...”

“What about you?”

He grinned. “I'm not worried about
me.” He cranked the motorcycle's engine, revving it a few times.
“Put your arms around me...” he said, as he directed her arms, “...
here...”

She gently slid her arms around his
waist, and then rested her body close against his back. Court
smiled. “You ready?”

Coralie shook her head from side to
side. No.

Court let a loud, bellowing laugh
escape his most perfect lips. “Hold on tight,” he said, revving the
engine again, this time letting go of the brake.

Coralie tightened her grip around him
and closed her eyes.


Chapter 8

 


“Cal, I'm worried about her...” Katelyn
sighed.

“Kate, you always do. She will be
fine.” Cal said, consoling his wife's words.

She looked out of the car window at
the dark, moving scenery. “But Cal ... her face ... so filled with
confusion and fear ... she must feel so alone...”

“She's fine ... Courtland is with her
... so, stop worrying ... she is not alone...”

“I guess...” Katelyn sighed again,
watching familiar trees come into view, as the car turned into the
drive. “It's time, Cal. We need to explain – No, we owe her an
explanation. Tonight was not planned. She could have been hurt...
or worse, she could've been –”

“I know, Kate, and I promise that we
will talk to her ... but the time has to be right...”

“The time is right ... right now. Cal,
we need to do this, we need to make things right.”

Cal stared out of the front
windshield, slowing the car and putting it into park. After those
words, he allowed silence to sit in between them. It hung heavy
like fog. He knew his wife was right. They had to tell their
daughter the truth ... he knew it wouldn't be long until their
methods of keeping this life from her would not work anymore. In
fact, he could take a good guess that the process of the truth
unfolding had already begun.

 


* * * * *

 


The wind was cool on Coralie’s face,
as the two of them sped through the dark night on Court’s
motorcycle. Swiftly passing through traffic lights and bypassing
street lamps, at such a pace, they were all start to blend
together.

Court weaved in and out of traffic,
once coming so close to the edge of a vehicle it caused her to
flinch, tightening her arms around his mid-section. She closed her
eyes tight, but she could feel the smile resting upon his
face.

They slowed to a stop. Coralie opened
her eyes, recognizing the circle drive in front of her
house.

She unfastened the strap of her
helmet, took it from her head, and shook her hair, hoping that it
would reshape around her face. She hurriedly tossed and fixed her
hair, in hopes, before he looked at her.

Court dismounted the motorcycle
casually swinging his leg over the seat so that both legs were now
firm on the ground and stepping toward her. He stood, reaching out
his hand to help her from the seat.

She took his hand and he pulled her
toward him. She stood close to him, nervously. He smiled, and then
motioned for her to walk ahead toward the front steps.

Coralie started walking, but stopped
abruptly, turning back toward Court before ascending the steps.
“So, what was that?”

“What was what?”

“Tonight, I mean ... What
happened?”

Court opened his mouth to speak, but
before he could, the front door burst open. “Coralie!” she heard
her parents shout. “Oh, Coralie! Are you okay?” Kate shrieked
frantically, running up to her, checking her arms, face, and
neck.

“Mom, I'm fine ... really, I
am...”

“Thank you, Courtland, for bringing
Coralie home. As soon as the lights went out, we got pushed outside
with the rest of the frantic guests. We waited on the lawn, but you
two didn't show. We knew that you would bring her home safely ...
Thank you...” Kate turned toward Court and thanked him again,
appreciatively.

“Yes, thank you, Courtland, for
bringing our daughter home safely. Your mother, and father,
especially, should be proud, of such a fine young man...” Cal
added.

“It was nothing, Sir ... I knew that I
was carrying precious cargo...” Court said, with a smile. “Now,
please forgive me, Mr. and Mrs. Collier, but I must be on my way
home...” then he turned to face her Coralie’s direction,
“Coralie...” he nodded to her, “... it was quite an eventful and
enjoyable evening ... thank you, and I hope to see you real
soon...”

Coralie could feel her cheeks fill
with heat, once again. “Yeah, me too ... I mean … umm, thank you,
too, Court...”

“Anytime...” he answered, with a
handsomely confident grin.

Coralie shyly waved to him goodbye,
and then ascended up the front steps, turning to look at him once
more before walking into the front door.

Coralie walked into the kitchen,
expecting that her parents had followed. They didn't.

Odd.

She walked over to the window above
the kitchen sink and looked to the driveway from which she
came.

Coralie saw her parents still talking
with Court. She watched them talk as if they were in some sort of
meeting. As if they were making plans of some sort. After a few
minutes of conversation, the three of them parted ways with an
agreeing nod and a hand shake.

She watched as her parents walked up
the front steps and she wondered what sort of words may have been
exchanged between them.

Say hello to the family ... nice to
see you again ... nice weather we're having ... sort of small
talk. Or was it something else? Something secretive? Something
more?

But what would her parents, or Court
for that matter, feel the need to hide from her?

Coralie shifted her view to Court, who
was now crawling back onto his bike and cranking the engine. He
looked up to the window where she was standing. Coralie froze. He
smiled, and then put his helmet on. She could tell the smile was
still there. She smiled too, but quickly slid away from the window
when she heard her parents enter the front door.

“Coralie, honey?” the both of her
parents called out.

“In here ... in the kitchen...” she
said, quickly grabbing a glass from the middle shelf of the
cabinet, and starting to fill it with water from the filter
tap.

“Coralie...” they both
started.

She turned to face her parents with a
smile, “Yes?” But her smile started to fade as she looked at the
faces of both her parents. “Something's wrong ... isn't
there?”

Katelyn and Cal stood close to one
another and were eyeing each other as if to question who would go
first.

Katelyn broke the silent stares.
“Honey, your father and I would like to talk to you...would you
like to have a seat...”

“Sure,” she said as she sat her glass
of water down on the countertop. She walked over to the kitchen bar
and slowly slid onto one of the barstools. “What's going on? Is
everything okay?”

“Well, honey, we wanted to talk about
tonight...”

“What about it?”

“Well, besides the blackout at the
benefit,” Katelyn started, “... did anything out of the ordinary
happen tonight?”

“Out of the ordinary like
how?”

“Like, I don’t know, did you maybe ...
hear anything or see anything different ... did you feel
like anything was different? Or even –”

Cal abruptly interrupted. “Did Court
happen to say anything to you...”

Coralie, caught by surprise, answered
questioning, “About what?”

“About anything ... what did you guys
talk about?”

“Dad ... We just talked...” Coralie
let a smile escape her lips. Not noticing that her parents noticed.
“... He's nice...” Coralie was suddenly lost in remembering every
detail of his most perfect face.

“So, nothing ... no particular topic
of interest...” Cal probed.

“Dad,” Coralie shrugged her Dad's
words off. “But, Mom, to answer your question, ... yeah, I felt
like something was off tonight...”

“Off?”

“Yeah … so I guess my own questioning
would be about the blackout itself. What happened?”

Her parents looked to each other as if
looking for an answer from the other.

“Forget it. Don't worry about it. It
was still a great night, guys. Great teamwork. I would love to stay
up and chat but...” she paused for a yawn, “I am beat ... I have
had quite an...” she paused remembering Court’s word usage, “...
eventful night...” she said, with smiling lips.

When she heard no rebuttal from her
parents, she pushed her stool away from the bar, resting her bare
feet on the cold kitchen floor. She leaned over to her mother, gave
her a kiss on the cheek, and then walked over to her dad, who was
standing at the sink. She reached up, doing the same, and then
walked to the door leading out of the kitchen.

“Coralie...” Cal started, causing
Coralie to turn to face them again. “You forgot your glass of
water...”

“Oh, right ... thanks, Dad...” she
said as she took the glass and walked out of the door. “Next time,
go a little easier on the lighting...” she called out, letting out
a quirky giggle on her way up the staircase.

The two sat in silence for a few
moments until Katelyn spoke aloud. “I froze ... I'm sorry...”
Katelyn said, turning to her husband.

“Me, too, honey...” he answered,
reassuring.

“We can't keep doing this to her, Cal
... her memories ... They are hers, not ours...”

“I know, honey ... we will talk to
her, I promise...” Cal vowed.

“When, Cal ... how many times ... how
many close calls ... what will it take to convince you
–?”

“That she needs to know? After
tonight, I'm convinced. I had every intention of telling her
everything tonight ... but I froze, I panicked...”

“This is no time to panic ... we did
this, we have kept this from her, and now ... now, it's time to
come clean...” Katelyn finished, with a tear rising up in her
eye.

 


* * * * *

 


Court drove through the dark night on
his motorcycle. The wind on his face was refreshing,
cool.

He smiled as he thought of Coralie's
smile. The way the corners of her mouth turned up at even the
slightest gesture of his words. How her eyes lit up when she spoke
to him.

He adored how naïve she was in her
nature. She had been under continuous protection from those around
her, some she didn't even know of. She had been watched over for
all of these years and has never known why. She didn't have the
slightest inclination of her purpose or importance.

And furthermore, she had no idea that
he would lay down his own life for hers ... or how close that time
to come may be ...


Chapter 9

 


Coralie woke to the beam of sunlight that was
peering into her room through her window. She stretched and smiled
as memories started to fill her mind. She thought of Court ... his
face, his laugh, his voice, and the way he held her hand. She felt
so safe with him. Just the thought of him made her
smile.

She started to try and replay the
events from the previous night at the Benefit. She remembered her
parents and their awkward introduction of Court, the terrace
balcony conversation with Court and ... and ... nothing ...
but home.

Wasn't there something
else?

She felt like something was
missing.

Was there nothing between
the terrace and her arrival at home?

Confused, she rose from her bed and
jogged down the stairs, throwing her hair up in a
hair-tie.

“Good Morning, Parental units...” she
said, walking into the kitchen.

Both Cal and Katelyn were sitting at
the kitchen table drinking coffee. “Breakfast?” Cal asked, cheering
up his coffee cup.

“Not that kind of breakfast ... I'm
more of a cereal-type gal, with a shot of chocolate milk. You know
I like the hard stuff...” Coralie humorously explained, as serious
as she could without smirking, to her parents.

Cal rose from his chair and walked
across the kitchen. “You have always liked to live life on the
edge, kiddo...” Cal said, jokingly, handing her a box of cereal
from the top shelf of the pantry.

She poured her breakfast into a bowl
and sat down at the table. As she took her first bite, she had the
odd feeling that she was being stared at. She looked up from her
bowl of cereal. And she was. “Umm, ... am I missing something?” she
paused for only a moment, only to proceed overdramatically, “Do I
have something on my face?” pausing again to act shocked, she
continued, “That's it, isn't it? I'm missing my face ... Man, I
knew I forgot something this morning...”

She began to laugh, but a word began
to ring through her mind like sounding chimes. Forgot ...
She took in a sharp breath as she shook off the word that lingered
within her mind.

Her parents looked at each other and
then at Coralie, who was allowing herself to snicker. “Ease up,
guys! It's a beautiful day!” She said, taking another bite of
cereal.

Katelyn and Cal looked at each other.
Cal nodded. “Coralie, honey, can we talk?”

Slurping down the last of her milk
from the now empty bowl, Coralie looked up at her parents and said,
“Sure, but can we do it after Church...nobody likes a Late
Lizzy!”

“Hey, isn't that my line?” Katelyn
asked, watching her daughter walk over to the sink.

Coralie turned and smiled. “Not today,
it isn't...” Then she tossed her empty bowl into the sink and
hurried out of the door, leaving her parents standing with curious
faces.

 


* * * * *

 


Coralie walked out of the Church's
giant, wooden, double front doors. The building was beautiful in
its old architecture - one of the oldest in Thessla, according to
her parents. Oddly enough, it seemed to serve the entirety of
Thessla.

As Coralie stepped into the sunlight,
she felt the rays fall upon her. The sun felt warm against her
skin.

“Coralie!” she heard. She turned to
see Court walking up the steps toward her. “Hey ... how are you
this morning?”

“Good...” she said, allowing smile to
wash over her face. “And you ...?”

“Better now...” he said, as he took
her hand. Coralie's cheeks blushed with red. “So, what are you
doing tonight?”

“Tonight?” she asked, as her breath
caught in her chest.

“Yes, tonight ... do you have any
plans?” He moved in closer to her, awaiting her answer.

“Umm ... no, I mean, well, actually,
kinda ... I have this paper due for Lit, and quite frankly, I
haven't even started on it ... why do you ask?”

“I thought you may want to accompany
me to dinner tomorrow night ... just to, umm, talk ... what do you
think?”

“I would love to ... but tonight I … I
don’t know...” Coralie began to stumble over her words.

“Well, how about this ... I will not
be the cause for you making the dragon-lady unleash on you for a
late assignment...” he said grinning, “So, another time soon,
perhaps?”

“I take it that you know Ms. Sieve
pretty well...”

“So?”

“Yes, I’d love to have dinner with you
sometime...” trying not to sound overly excited, though she was
almost overcome with it.

“Tomorrow night, then?”

“On a school night?”

“I like to live life on the
edge...”

“I see … Well, I’m not so sure that I
should take on that sort of company. Your devious ways may rub off
on me.”

“Oh, right … I wouldn’t dare want for
you to turn to the dark side...” Court smiled at her. “So, I'll
pick you up at seven o'clock on Friday ... not a school night...”
he said, leaning in, giving her hand a slight squeeze. He paused,
moving in close to her, and slowly breathing her in, “... until I
see you again...” He gave her a light peck on her cheek, then
turned and walked down the steps, and started down the
sidewalk.

She watched him walk away, sighing at
the element of his absence. Her hand ached, like his hand had been
a part of her, and then ripped from her clutches. She could feel
the void where his hand had been in hers. His familiar touch and
composition was comforting, yet she wondered from where the
familiarity came. She stood there, watching him walk down the
sidewalk and longed for his return.

“You ready, kiddo?” Cal asked, making
Coralie jump at the sound of his voice.

“Yeah, Dad...” she said, continuing to
watch Court as he walked down the sidewalk, yearning to follow
him.


Chapter 10

 


Coralie sighed. She had been staring at the
same blank piece of paper for over two hours. She couldn't
concentrate on her rough draft, not now ... with so much running
through her mind...

Her recent and reoccurring dreams, her
parents weird reactions to nearly everything these days, and of
course, Court ... He seemed to hold most of her
thoughts...

She thought of his tall stature, his
muscular shoulders, his most perfect face, his light blue eyes, and
light hair – she recalled both glistening earlier in the sunlight
... She sighed deeply, once again.

Abruptly, she was startled by a sound
at her window. She turned to see what could have made it. A dark
figure moved outside of her library loft window.

Her parents had arranged this space,
which sat just above her room, into her very own
library-slash-office space. They said that it would help her excel
in her studies, if she could manage to keep her education and
readings aside from her leisure.

She moved from her desk chair, as she
saw the dark figure shift along the rooftop once again.

Impossible, she thought, I'm
on the third floor of the house...

She started to call out to her parents
when, suddenly, she caught a glimpse of something familiar in the
shadowed figure. She walked over to the old-fashioned, plantation
shutter-style, paned window and pushed it open. “What are you doing
here?”

“Would you believe that I've taken up
the sport of roof-jumping...” Court asked, moving closer, across
the roof line in front of her window.

“Nice try...” she said, taking a seat
on the window seat.

“I wanted to see you ... or rather, I
needed to see you...”

“Such a fine line between the
two...”

“Such truth in your words … but, I
also wanted ask you something...”

“Ask me something? You know, you
could've just called ... risking your life on a rooftop is highly
over-rated...” she said, with a chuckle.

She noticed something in the way he
looked at her...

Rooftop ... the word trailed
silently through her mind. It resonated and hovered in her psyche.
The word seemed to trigger a memory of some sort, but she shook it
from her consciousness. “So, what? What exactly did you need to ask
me?”

Court stood, staring at Coralie with
no words to speak of.

“Court?”

“Oh, I'm sorry ... I've lost all
musing ability ... I tend to lose myself around you … but you do
that to me, Coralie ... all of the time...” Court confessed. “My
thoughts are completely consumed with you...”

Coralie's cheeks blushed a deep shade
of red, but she could not contain the smile from brushing across
her lips.

“I know that you said that you can't
go out anywhere tonight, but do you think that you may could take a
short break and come out here ... with me, on the roof?”

“Out there ... on my roof? Did I
mention my thoughts on rooftop dangers?” she asked, stopping to,
again, shake away the thought of what the word rooftop
actually meant ... the thought of what significance it might
hold.

“Yeah, I think you mentioned something
like that … Come on, it's a beautiful night...” he said, extending
his hand.

“Okay, Rooftop Casanova ... but I
still have a paper to write ... so just a short break...” she said,
giving in, taking his hand.

“This will be the shortest break in
the history of all breaks ... I promise...” he said, with a
smile.

Coralie stood upright outside of her
window and looked around. The vast darkness surrounding them was
lit up by millions of twinkling stars above. The moon that hung
overhead shone bright across their faces.

Coralie looked over at Court, he was
staring at her with intense eyes, wistfully.

“Court, can I ask you a question?”
Coralie asked, breaching the quietness of the night.

“Go ahead … Shoot...” he said,
encouraging her to continue.

“What's like in Greece?”

“Greece, huh? You've never
been?”

“Well, if you look at my passport, it
seems that I've been almost everywhere … in fact, it says that I’ve
been to Greece seven times. So, yes, I've been … I’ve been with my
parents. I used to travel with them a lot.”

“Sounds pretty great...”

“Yeah, it does … it sounds great,
right...”

“Well, yeah ... but it’s not, is
it?”

“It would be, if I had any
recollection of anything during my stay ... if I had memories to go
along with these visits. I don’t know … I guess it’s not the worst
thing that could happen. I just wish that I knew –”

Looking at her with intense eyes,
Court spoke up, “What do you mean? Like you know that you've been
places, but you don't have memories of any of them ... like no
recall of anything...”

“Yeah, that pretty much sums it
up...”

“So, there’s just nothing?”

“Well, not exactly nothing ...
I mean, I don't have the ability to remember a lot of things ...
which is sometimes really scary...”

“That must be terrible… I mean, you
can’t remember anything…”

“No, it's only certain things, you
know, not everything. I have memories. They are all just very cut
and dry, black and white...” she paused, assembling her words. “I
guess what I'm trying to say is that ... umm, that there are
holes...”

“Holes...”

“Yeah, holes ... like where something
should be...”

“Like something’s
missing...”

“Exactly… I never used to notice
before... but recently, I have...”

“Cor,” Court slid over closer to her
side, sliding his arm around her, “I am so sorry...”

“It's not like you've caused it or
that you would even know anything about it ... and I don't tell
these things to a lot of people, so...” she let her voice trail
off.

“Your secrets are safe with
me...”

“Thanks...”

The two of them sat in silence for a
few moments, Court holding Coralie in the safety of his
arms.

“It’s not fair...” Court spoke up,
breaking the silence, his voice sounding almost as if it was
filling with anger.

“What?”

“It's not fair that your life is like
a movie reel, you know, with scenes that don't make the cut ... So
what? Do they just get to hit the cutting room floor, never to be
relived again? It’s not fair that you are unable to remember the
colors in your life ... because that's what memories are,
they are colorful moments that we can relive over and over and over
again ... some are good, and some aren't, but it's from those that
we learn from...”

Coralie shrugged. “I guess … I just
wished that I knew why or even what was causing this...”

“Coralie, I promise you that I will
always be here to help you ... anytime that you ever need me, I'm
here ... and I will try my hardest to help you get those memories
back, okay?”

Coralie nodded.

Court, with his arm still around her,
he rubbed his hand along Coralie's arm, and then pulled her closer
to him. She put her head against his shoulder. Feeling secure where
she ordinarily felt lost.

After a few long, what Coralie would
consider, moments - because time didn't seem to matter when she was
with Court - of sitting on the rooftop, Court finally spoke,
quietly. “I probably should go ... my parents will wonder where
I've been ... I left hours ago...”

“And I still have a paper to write …
But Court, I don't want you to go...”

“Me, either...”

“Oh, how I wish we could just stay up
here, just like this...”

“Me, too...”

“I guess ... I guess that I'm just
afraid...”

“Afraid?”

“Afraid that I'll lose this memory
too...”

“Cor … I don't want to go, either, but
it's not for the same reason as you ... listen to me, you can't do
this to yourself ... you can't be afraid of living, because you're
afraid that you may, or may not, forget ... you will
remember this night, just like all of the rest of the days and
nights that we will spend together...” he looked down at her, “and
I plan on there being a lot of those...” he finished, giving her a
smile. After seeing a smile sweep across her face, he continued
with, “I'll see you tomorrow, okay?” He kissed her cheek, and then
rose to his feet.

“Court,” she started, “you can come in
and go down the stairs...” as she watched him walk to the side of
the three-story roof line.

He turned and flashed his most
handsomely, cunning grin. “Now, what fun would that be?”

And then he jumped...

Coralie rose quickly to her feet and
dashed to the side from where he'd leapt. She watched as he
gracefully landed onto the ground beneath her.

When Court turned, he smiled and
winked, sending flutters straight to her stomach.

Suddenly, Coralie felt that she had
witnessed a familiar scene before, as she watched him disappear
into the darkness of the night.

What was this feeling? This feeling
that had overcome her? Not the overwhelming butterflies pent up
within her stomach that she felt every time the very thought of
Courtland Cumberlin crossed her mind. It was something else. The
feeling of seeing the same scene before. Why did she have the
feeling that she had already witnessed this sight before? Had she
just watched Court jump from several stories, only to land
gracefully on the ground below her? Had she seen him perform the
same act before?

That would be ... preposterous,
absurd, ridiculous even. Wouldn't it? 

Coralie continued to look out into the
darkness that was the night. She exhaled a heavy sigh. Even though
she couldn't see him anymore, she could still feel him with her.
Not like his very presence. More like it felt that their souls were
connected. Like she could feel where he was at that very moment.
And this feeling only increased the closer she was to
him.

Yeah, that didn't seem
crazy.

Coralie didn't know what to think
anymore.

Since she'd turned seventeen last
month, things in her life had seemed to have changed. She couldn't
explain it.

The life that she had once known – her
one-dimensional, naïve, simplistic life – had changed into
something more.

Something much more. Something much
bigger. Bigger than herself.

Bigger than anything she had known to
exist.

What was this? This change? Was it
something that happened to everyone her age? Did every one of her
peers experience senseless and irrational changes within their
lives?

Something was definitely different.
Different about her. Different about her surroundings. Different
about her life.

The more Coralie thought about the
different things going on around her, the more her thoughts ran
hastily through her mind.

Maybe it wasn't that she was changing.
Maybe it was something else. Maybe it was her true-self coming
through.

Not changing, just
revealing her true-self through the opaqueness that
was her life.


Chapter 11

 


Coralie sighed as she sat in the back of the
classroom, staring out of the two story window of the East Wing
classroom building. Her teacher's voice had started to taper off
into the background until it was a mere mumble.

She sighed again.

Private school had its perks, she
guessed. And she had been given the choice – she chose
this...

Granted, the choice was between
Chelsea, a prestigious preparatory school and being home-schooled.
Where, surely, home school had its benefits as well, the sound of
attending Chelsea just seemed a better fit, all things
considered.

Coralie, along with the other three
hundred members of the student body, were required to wear uniforms
– guys in khaki pants and a white, button-down, collared shirt,
accompanied by a navy blue blazer and a matching tie; girls in a
navy plaid or plain khaki skirt, and a white button-down, collared
shirt, also accompanied by a navy blue blazer. Everyone looked the
same, every day. Coralie was glad that she could blend
in.

Esteemed, elite, and uniformed,
Chelsea was perfect for someone who had always felt as an outsider.
But Coralie thought it was a good fit for different reasons as
well. Prestige academics, pristine facilities, and exceptional
faculty ... not to mention a difference in the social
aspects.

At Chelsea, at least, she would have
the option of having a connection to the outside, social world.
Although she had many acquaintances, there were very few
individuals that Coralie would consider as friends and even
fewer that she actually did. Besides Coralie's social life
was quite limited. It basically came down to classroom activities
and involvement – no after school curricula, other than the
occasional self-defense or weight and strength training held at the
University where her father was a Professor. Usually, she would
only attend when her parents insisted.

Breaking her thoughts, someone slid
into the empty seat beside her. She glanced in the direction of the
sudden motion. “Court?!?!” She somehow managed to contain a scream,
jumping in surprise.

Court leaned in, seeming somewhat
amused, and asked, “Did I scare you?”

His light, golden hair swayed
carelessly just above his brow. His bright blue eyes were staring
back into hers, she felt lost and at home, all at the same time –
if that was even a possibility. But it was – with Court ... it was
always that way ... anything and everything was
possible.

Putting an end to his waiting for an
answer, Coralie said, “Startled is more the word...” returning his
smile. “... What are you doing here?” she asked, trying to keep her
voice low.

Court leaned in even closer, his eyes
shining. “Would you believe I'm on a secret mission???” he asked
playfully, arching his brows. She let out a low snicker, and then
shook her head 'no'.

He shrugged with good humor. “I guess
you got me...”

“So...” she nudged his
continuance.

“So ... oh yes, what am I doing here
... at Chelsea, you mean...” he mumbled over his words
lightheartedly.

“You're stalling...” she attested, in
attempt to persuade him to answer her question.

“I assume you are always this
observant...”

“Court...” Coralie spoke his name calm
and stern, in a hopeful attempt to persuade him to
answer.

Court grinned. “Okay, okay ... easy
... I just came to check on a few things...”

“Check on a few things? Like
what?”

“On … well, my sister needed me to
check on a few things, here, while she was away...”

“Your sister, huh...” Coralie repeated
with reservations.

Court flashed a playfully sneaky grin.
“Okay … and I’ll admit, maybe I wanted to check in on you,
too...”

The two stared at each other for
moment, then the bell rang and students started to stir all around
them.

“May I escort you to your next
destination?” Court asked, still smiling at her. Coralie nodded in
agreement.

The two of them walked down the
hallway, side by side, students scurrying all around them. As they
approached her locker, Coralie turned and asked, “So, what ... you
just get to roam wherever you please?”

“Well,” he started with a grin and a
shrug of his shoulders, “yeah... I guess so... Norewood gave me
full access to the campus...”

“Must be good to have friends in high
places, huh?” Coralie added.

He smiled, and then said, “You have no
idea...”

Coralie knew that there was some
hidden meaning behind Court comment. She pressed on. “So, did you
find it?”

Court moved closer to her and was
staring at her, deep into her eyes. “Find what?”

Coralie's breath caught in her chest,
as it nearly always did when Court looked at her this way. “Umm,”
she started to stumble over her words, “... what you were looking
for...”

Court allowed his smile to grow across
his lips, as he moved in even closer. He paused just mere inches
from her face, and then said in an almost-whisper, “You could say
that...,” causing Coralie's heart to begin to race.

“So, I guess that you won't be … I
mean … I guess I won't be seeing you around Chelsea anymore
then...” she queried.

“Now ... I wouldn't say
that...” he said slyly, backing away from her slowly.

“Well, Courtland Cumberlin,” Coralie
started, trying to regain her composure, “... what, exactly,
would you say?”

Another grin swept across his face, as
he leaned back in, moving closer to her face. “I would say
that,” he paused, breathing her in, “I have some unfinished
business to attend to ... so, yes, I'll probably stick around here
for a while ... maybe not specifically, limited to, Chelsea, but
I’ll be around ... you never know where I might reappear ...
“

Coralie smiled. Then suddenly,
realizing she had been holding her breath this whole while and
wasn't breathing, she exhaled loudly. Breathless, now, she tried to
regain her poise and form a somewhat normal question. “So, like
what kind of ... I mean, like what sort of unfinished business do
you have here?”

Still close to her, Court pressed his
finger to her lips, which sent shivers through her entire body.
“Shhh ... that's the secret part...” Court smiled and Coralie
swallowed hard. He eased his body away from hers. “Still on for
tonight?”

Coralie only managed to nod her head
in agreement. Her words being held captive within. She had been
long awaiting this night. The longest five days of her young life,
it seemed. Though she had seen him every night - atop her rooftop,
outside her bedroom window, talking for hours - the days had seemed
to drag on and on. It was the night that she longed for … until now
… here he was, standing in front of her.

Court smiled again. “You better go ...
don't want you to be late...” he said pointing up, right as the
late bell rang throughout the hallway.

Coralie tried to slow her heart rate
as she watched him walk down the hallway. She leaned back, resting
her head against her locker, taking in a deep breath.

Suddenly, becoming very
conscious of the fact that she was all alone in the hallway,
Coralie snapped back into reality. Ms. Sieve was going to be
ecstatic of her late arrival, she thought to herself
sarcastically.

Coralie grabbed her Lit book and
notebook and slammed her locker door shut, as she began to run
toward her classroom. The sound echoed through the empty
hallway.

 


* * * * *

 


Ring. Ring.
Ring.

Court's phone chirped from inside his
jacket pocket. He stepped out into the sunlight, exiting the side
door of the east classroom building of Chelsea, and pulled the
phone from his pocket.

“Hello, dear sister ... great
timing...” Court answered.

“How did you – oh forget it ... I'll
never get used to that...” Criston responded, causing Court to let
out a slight chuckle.

“So, Sister, how's foreign
affairs?”

“Not bad, I guess ... not much action
right now...”

“But what about –”

She cut him off. “Okay, okay ... you
are so in the loop...”

“Comes with the package...”

“Whatever ... so, yeah, there was a
little situation last night ... but nothing to mention ... hence,
the reason that I didn't. What about you? Anything to
mention...”

Court allowed another chuckle to rise.
“Oh, I don't know, just a few action packed events, here &
there ... you know, like rescuing Coralie Collier from demonic
attackers and certain death … but other than that...”

Criston could hear the snide smirking
in her brother's voice. “Oh, stop it, Courtland...” she
protested.

“Oh, little sister, are you feeling a
bit left out?” he jeered.

“It's just that you get all the good
places...” she pouted.

“What do you mean? Romania ... that's
not good enough? Criston, it's beautiful there ... the
architectural cities and history –”

“Awesome,” Criston said sarcastically,
“Architectural cities, great history ... it's all just wonderful.
But where's the action? Where's the fight?” She continued to
grumble.

Court strolled through the courtyard
that lay between the four old, large, stone classroom buildings of
the prestigious campus of Chelsea. “Look, Sister, you're going to
have to settle down a bit ... you're going to blow
it...”

“Oh, come on -”

“I mean it ... You may not take this
very seriously, but Mom and Dad do … and believe me, they will make
certain that you are sent home immediately if anything, I mean,
anything, is compromised...”

“But –” Criston started to interrupt,
but was quickly cutoff.

“You've always wanted to travel, Cris,
and now that you're old enough, and Mom and Dad actually considered
it,” he paused to let out a sigh of disappointment, “... and now,
you're upset, all because of what? It’s not what you expected …
it's not exactly what you thought it would be?”

“No, it’s just that –” she started,
but was cutoff again by Court’s words.

“This is our reality, Criston ... it's
not a game ... your tantrums will not be tolerated...”

“It's not a tantrum ... tantrums are
for kids –” Criston argued.

“I rest my case...” Court replied,
with absolute composure.

“Court –”

“Criston...” Courtland
countered.

“Okay, fine ... but if there's nothing
going on here soon, I'm going to –”

“You are going to stay right there
until your duties are complete ... because that's what we
do...” Court paused to let his words sink in, “... right,
Sister?”

Criston's words fell silent, because
she knew her brother was right. She finally gathered enough
equanimity to speak. “Whatever ... so, what does your upcoming
schedule look like? Anything interesting?”

Court stopped and looked back toward
the East building, into a large window of a classroom full of
students – one, in particular of his interest, Coralie
Collier.

He smiled at her, still staring into
the window from the courtyard, as she sat beautifully, unknowingly
in her seat.

“Well, Sister ... it looks like my
daily schedule is going to be pretty full for a
while...”

“With what? Your duties or Coralie
Collier?” she said, attempting to patronize her brother.

Ignoring her obvious patronizing tone,
his smile grew wider and he answered, “Both...”


Chapter 12

 


Knock. Knock.

Cal turned when he heard a knock at
his office door. “Come in.”

“Professor Collier?”

“Yes, that's me, kid ... what can I do
for you?” Cal answered the young man that stood in his office
door.

The young man started, seemingly
hoping to make a good impression. “Well, Professor Collier, I was
told to see you about an upcoming summer program here at the
University – an eco-conservation internship...”

“Yes, the internship – are you a
student here at Talmedge?”

“Well, not exactly ... I mean, that
is, not as of yet ... I had planned on transferring here in
the Fall, but I was really hoping to get a jump start and get in on
the internship with you over the summer, “ he paused with
sincerity, “Professor Collier ... you really don't know how much
this would mean to me … “

Cal stared at the young man for a
moment. “So ... you say that you have planned to transfer here in
the fall...”

“Yes, Sir.”

“From where, may I ask...” he asked,
intrigued.

“Of course, Professor Collier, I would
be transferring in from Jemson University, upstate … It’s a very
small college, nothing in comparison to Talmedge, of
course...”

“Yes – very private, prestige, elite –
I know it well ... I have accompanied some research teams from
there on excursion abroad. I was even offered a position there
once. Great school...”

“Yes, Sir...”

“Why transfer?”

“Well, Sir, I moved here for my
grandfather...”

“Oh...”

“Yes, Sir, you see, he is not...” the
young man suddenly paused, as if at a loss for words, “...well, he
is in need of my help, so...”

“That's quite a noble gesture for such
a young man – to give up the things that he has worked so hard
for...” Cal said, commendably.

“Well, yes, Sir ... but you know what
they say ... 'Blood runs thick, thicker than water ...'“ he
paused, but only to reclaim his thoughts, “... besides, I don't
feel that I'm giving up anything that I couldn't regain in time ...
and even if that was the case, I would do anything to help
the man who had a hand in raising me...”

“Well then...” Cal paused waiting for
the young man's name, which he noticed that he did not catch at the
beginning of their conversation.

“Xavier –” the young man filled in the
silence.

“Yes, Xavier ... it sure seems that
you have a strong head on your shoulders ... and that's just what
we need here –”

“Pardon, Sir...”

“Our eco-conservation team ... we need
a fine, young man, like yourself … now, of course, there are a few
fine points to discuss and a bit of paperwork to get you started
and worked into the program...” Cal said, shuffling paper along his
desktop, “... and if you'll give me just one, quick second, so that
I can locate them...”

“Sure thing, Sir ... take your
time...”

It took Xavier only a few steps to
reach the large book case on the wall that faced the Professor's
desk across the room. He scanned the spread of books that inhabited
the shelves. Some he recognized, some he didn't. There were some
decorative pieces –presumably placed by the professor’s wife, he
guessed – and a few strategically placed picture frames. His eyes
set on one, in particular. “Your daughter, I would presume,” he
said, plucking it from the shelf, and pulling it closer to get a
better look, though he had already memorized her face in every
detail.

“Pardon? Oh, yes ... yes it is...” Cal
said, still blundering through the random items on his
desk.

“Favors you quite a bit ... does she
attend the University?” Xavier inquired.

“Oh no, not quite yet ... she still
has another year at Chelsea...” Cal noticed that Xavier
whispered along with his last word. “Yes... Chelsea – how did you
know that?” Cal asked, suspicions rising.

“My apologies, Sir, if I have caused
you alarm – but it's really quite simple and harmless, even. I just
assumed that a man of your likeness would have someone who was so
special to him one of two places ... here, underneath his own
personal thumb, or a place such as Chelsea – a place with such
pristine surveillance and guardship...” Xavier explained, his eyes
never leaving Cal.

“Very observant, Xavier, you’ve done
your research...”

“Yes, Sir, I have...”

“You must have had some rare sort of
upbringing ... your father must be very proud...” Cal
stated.

“You could say that, Sir...” Xavier
added, allowing a villainous smirk to crawl across his
face.

 


* * * * *

 


Coralie took one last look in the
mirror. She continued taking inventory of her charcoal colored
blouse, which was hiding underneath a black cropped leather jacket,
her black fitted pencil pants, complete with a pair of black
peep-toe wedges … just for good measure.

She grabbed her outing bag from the
red, comfy chair that rested aside her bedroom window. She took a
deep breath and started out of the door.

Knock. Knock.

She heard as she descended the last
step of the staircase. “I got it.” She said, stepping in front of
her Dad, who reached the door at the exact moment she did, smiling.
He mouthed the words, okay, and backed away from the door,
in a dramatically joking manner.

She opened the door to Court's smiling
face. “Are you ready to go?” he asked.

“Yes,” she replied.

Court grabbed ahold of her hand. Her
breath caught in her chest. Never failing. They descended the steps
together and he walked her over to a black Jeep.

She grinned. “Where's the death trap,
I mean ... the motorcycle?”

“Hey now, take it easy ... I love my
bike ... but you on the other hand ... you'll learn to...” he
grinned, “... so, for tonight's outing, we have...” giving a waving
motion, “option two...”

“I have to admit, I like this
option...” she said, grinning back at him, as he helped her
in.

He closed the passenger side door,
then casually walked to the driver's side. Before sliding into the
driver’s seat, Court looked back at the house, only to see Cal
Collier standing in his office window looking down at them. Court
nodded at him, and then slid into his seat, closed the door and
cranked the engine.

“So, where are we going?” Coralie
asked with nervous excitement.

Court smiled. “You'll see...” he said,
as they pulled down the driveway.

 


* * * * *

 


Cal strolled out into the foyer. He
called out, not knowing exactly where his wife was hiding, but he
thought surely she could hear him if he spoke loud enough. “Honey,
the weirdest thing happened today – well, I guess I wouldn't say
the weirdest thing … I mean, we've seen some pretty crazy stuff …
but –” he stopped in mid-sentence, eyeing Katelyn, who sat in the
den, caught his eye.

She was sitting in the bay-window seat
and staring out into the night, watching the tail-lights leave the
driveway. Cal quietly entered the room. “You okay?”

“I just worry about her ... that’s
all...”

“She's with Courtland...”

“I know, and I trust him ... it's just
I want to make certain that we are the ones that tell
her...”

“Honey, we will...”

“I'm just afraid that if she finds
about any of this ... if she realizes what's actually going on ...
she'll hate us for it, she'll never trust us again.” Katelyn kept
her stare directed outside the window.

Cal tried to keep the frown from
spreading across his face. He was unsuccessful, because he knew
there was a chance she was right.


Chapter 13

 


Court held the door for Coralie as they walked
into the restaurant, Patras Place. Coralie watched as Court
leaned into the waiter, whispering something to him. The waiter
nodded and motioned for them to follow as he turned
away.

Court took Coralie's hand with one of
his, and rested his other on the small of her back, escorting her
across the room.

They were seated in a private area of
the restaurant. Coralie looked around. The restaurant was decorated
in Grecian decor. An old wooden wine cellar storage had been placed
in the natural stone walls behind the bar area. The beautiful
architecture left her with an almost longing feeling, though she
hadn’t the fondest idea from where it came.

“I love this place ... but I never
realized how nice it was ... come to think of it, I don’t think
that I’ve ever been back here before...” Coralie spoke with
wonderment.

“They like to keep their most
recurrent patrons happy ... they tend to allow a favor or two...”
he said, smiling at her from across the table.

The waiter approached the table. He
was dressed in a black and white guise. “May I get you started with
something this evening, Sir?”

Court kept his gaze upon Coralie, but
started, “I'll have a glass of your finest soda, of course, and
she'll have water with lemon and lime ... and we'll both have the
usual...” he arched his eyebrows at her, adding to his
smile.

“Yes, Sir, Mr. Cumberlin...” said the
waiter, dismissing himself.

“The usual?”

Court arched his eyebrows again. “Yes
... the usual, my usual, I guess...” letting a chuckle escape
him.

“Which is?”

He stared at her for a moment, with a
wistful aching in his heart.

“What?”

“Maybe you should wait for it … enjoy
the surprise...”

“Or you could tell me … you know, just
so that I know what I’m in for...”

“You don't like surprises, do you?” he
questioned her playfully.

“Not exactly ... and how did you know
–”

“Water with lemon and lime...” he
leaned in closer to her, “I know more about you than you
think...”

“Research, huh? ... Have you ever
carried the name 'stalker'? “

“No, why ... are you passing out name
tags?” Court playfully teased.

“No, just wondering how would you know
something like that...”

“I know a lot about you, Coralie
Collier...”

“Oh, really?”

“Yes, really...”

“Like what?”

“Aside from the uncommonly desired
citrus water concoction … I know that you love cold spaghetti for
breakfast, and that though you’d hate to admit it to Ms. Sieve at
Chelsea, Jane Austen is truly your favorite author because you love
her wit and romanticism.” Court leaned in closer, taking her hand
in his, his eyes never leaving hers. “I know that you always aspire
to be more than you are, but you never want anyone to
know...”

“Okay, so you do know a lot about
me...”

“I also know that you love to
dance...” He nodded toward the center of the restaurant.

Coralie looked around the room. “I do
… but, I don’t know … not here, not now...”

“Why not?”

“Because there's no one
dancing...”

Court took her hand, guiding her up
from her chair. “That's only because we're not up there yet...” She
followed his lead, as he led her to the middle of the floor. She
looked nervously around at the tables.

Court's eyes never left her face, as
he escorted her out into the middle of the surrounding
tables.

They danced together in a surrounding
embrace. Suddenly, the entire world around them faded into the
background.

 


* * * * *

 


Court looked at her, her hair blowing
all around her face. The wind was nice up on the terrace of the
restaurant.

Patras Place was beautifully
decorated on the inside, but the outside upstairs terrace was the
real gem of the place. The view was magnificent. Coralie could see
almost the entire city from where she stood. The University's
lights - as usual, left on - were so striking at night. They seemed
to illuminate the entirety of Thessla . She wondered why she'd
never noticed.

Court was not paying attention to the
lights. He could only see her. 

“It's ... It's ... I don't even know
what to say ... I've never been up here before ... the view is
absolutely –” Coralie stammered her words.

“Breathtaking –” Court said, finishing
her sentence.

When Coralie turned to look at him,
Court was not taking in the backdrop as was she. He was staring
directly at her.

“Yes ... I think that is an excellent
word for it ...,” was all she managed to get out.

“I wasn't speaking of the view of the
city...”

“Oh ... right...” she replied
shyly.

He took her hand slowly. “Coralie,
Thank you...”

“For what?”

“For accepting my invitation
tonight...” he continued, “I just wanted everything to be really
great, you know ... I just wanted to … I wanted to show you
something wonderful...”

“Well, really, I think that I should
be the one thank you for tonight ... it has been great and
wonderful and beautiful and –” she stopped.

“What? Go on...” he said, pining for
her to continue.

She took a deep sigh. “That's it ...
This is all a dream, I just know it...”

“What?” he asked with laughing
confusion.

“This, all of this ... it has to be a
dream ... it's all too perfect ... and in about an hour, I'm going
to wake up and all of this, you, of course, especially
you ... it will have all vanished...”

He let out his ever so handsome,
bellowing laugh, that it seemed only she could stir. “Coralie ...
you are one funny girl...”

Coralie beamed red at his
compliment.

He continued, first pausing to gently
lift her chin towards him with the calmness of his hand, “This is …
I mean, tonight is ... as I am ... very real, Coralie ... there’s
nothing that will change that and nothing that can take that
away...”

Coralie smiled with bright eyes. Court
could always make her feel safe. No matter what she said, or did,
he never made her feel out of place.

“So what now, may I ask, are your
plans? You know … what comes next for Coralie Collier?”

“I don't know ... why do you
ask?”

“Because, I have a feeling that you
and I, Miss Collier, are going to be spending a lot of time
together...”

Coralie smiled again, and then stared
off into the night from the terrace.

“I should probably get you home...” he
said, still holding her hand in his and with his eyes still on her
face.

“Yeah, you don’t want the parents
sending out a search party on the first date…”

“True … but what a story to tell the
grandkids, huh?”

“Yeah...” she said, with a
smile.

Court gave her hand a light squeeze,
and gently pulled her towards the terrace door.

“Wait –” Coralie said, stopping him in
his tracks.

“What is it?”

“What if I said that I wanted you to
prove it?”

“Prove what?” Court asked, caught by
surprise in her question.

“Prove it to me ... that this,
you ... everything ... that it's all real ... You're
right. I know that you know more ... more about me than I know
about myself…”

“Cor –”

“I want to know what you
know...”

Court turned his entire frame to face
her now, holding her body close to his. “I promise you, Coralie, I
will show you all that you ever needed or wanted to know ... you
have my word...”

And with that, only those few words
from Court's lips, Coralie realized something. Something
overwhelming.

Court had feelings for her ... he had
made that perfectly clear. And she knew exactly to the depths of
which those feelings ran. She knew only because she felt them.
Every time he touched her hand or the small of her back or looked
deep into her eyes. She felt the feelings that dwelled in Court’s
heart and resided in his soul.

But it was also in that very moment
that she realized something else. Coralie realized that he was not
the only one that had these feelings.

She felt the same. Down to the depths
of her soul.

Even from the very first moment they
had spent together, she had felt like herself. Like the real
Coralie had suddenly emerged, materializing before the
world.

“Let's get you home...” Court said,
extending his hand, and backing away slowly.

Coralie stared into Court’s eyes and
smiled as she took his hand, knowing that she would follow him
anywhere.


Chapter 14

 


The two of them pulled up into the drive of the
Collier’s house. The house was dark, aside from the foyer light
shining through the side light panels of the front door. Her
parents must be out, Coralie realized.

Court opened his door and quickly made
his way to the passenger side door. He opened it and helped her out
of the car.

Coralie felt the night air surround
her. It was warm enough to still be comfortable but still cool
enough to give her a chill. But suddenly, she was not quite sure if
the chill was from the night air.

Something didn't feel
right.

Pushing her feelings aside, she took
Court's extended hand and followed him toward the front steps. As
they ascended each step, side by side, she became very aware of his
every breath against the night air. So calm, so at ease, not even
the tiniest sign of acceleration, anxiousness, or
nervousness.

She couldn't say the same for herself,
feeling her breath skip, along with her heart, as the warmth of
Court's hand sent electricity coursing through her. As they stopped
in front of the door, Coralie's breath caught in her chest. Again,
never failing.

Court leaned in close. “I had a very
nice time tonight, thank you...”

“Me, too ...,” This was all Coralie
could manage to get out in response.

“Coralie?”

“Yes...”

“I promise...” he started, as he
gently shifted her hair back away from the side of her face. He let
his fingers gently linger behind, resting along the side of her
cheek. “I promise you, that I will be here for you – whatever you
need, whenever you need it – I'm here ... Always...” Then he leaned
in closer to her. So close, she could feel his breath on her lips.
“And I promise,” he paused, “that I will not rest until you know
the truth...”

And with those words, he leaned in,
breathed in deep and paused, leaving a kiss on her forehead. He,
then, tilted her face toward his and leaned in, kissing her cheek
softly. “I will see you tomorrow, okay...”

“Okay...” she managed to say aloud.
Coralie could feel herself slowly becoming like jelly. She felt
that she could just as easily seep through the cracks of the wooden
porch slats as she was standing there.

She fumbled around with the door, not
tearing her eyes from Court who was descending the steps. She
watched him for as long as she possibly could; slowly closing the
door.

She peered through the side panel
windows and watched as the taillights of Court's Jeep trailed down
the driveway. She watched them until the little red lights faded
into complete darkness.

Still feeling flutters in her stomach,
she sighed taking her eyes away from the window and forcing herself
to shift her body in the same direction. She leaned her back
against the door, took another deep breath inward, and then decided
to make her way into the kitchen for a glass water.

With one step undergone, the next was
disrupted by a knock at the door. Startled, Coralie turned around
at the sound. “Court?”

She asked herself, could Court have
forgotten something? Could he have turned around that
quickly?

Or her parents … Could they have
forgotten their key? “Mom? Dad?”

Suddenly, her mind took a turn.
Jacques ... her thoughts traveled to her dog. Where was he?
Coralie's mind raced as she tried to recall if she had heard him
since she'd been home. She'd been so wrapped up within the
'butterflies' in her stomach that she couldn't remember hearing him
bark, growl, or whine.

All of the sudden, something did
trigger a memory. The feeling... The feeling she felt when she and
Court had gotten out of the car.

Something felt wrong. Something felt
strange. Strange, like someone was … watching. Watching her
...

Could someone have been there?
Watching her? Could they have waited until Court left her?
Alone?

She walked slowly to the door, and
peered out of the side light panel windows.

Strange, Coralie thought to
herself. There was absolutely nothing in the darkness. Nothing. No
one. Not even a sign.

Coralie started to back away from the
door, but she heard another knock, startling her again.

She walked back to the door and
cautiously began to open it, nervous as to what may be on the other
side. She swallowed hard, pushing her fears aside, and opened the
door about the width of her own body. The light from the foyer only
illuminated a fraction of the body that stood before
her.

Tall. Wide-Framed.
Dark.

Coralie felt fear catch in the pit of
her stomach, as she began trying to pull some sort of recognition
of the being that stood in front of her.

 


* * * * *

 


Beep. Beep.

“You got a sec?” Criston heard, as
soon as she plucked her phone from her back pocket and answered
it.

“Well, Brother, I'm actually a little
busy right now,” she said, gripping another side of timber and
hoisting herself onto the rafters.

“Just give me enough time for you to
listen – I've got an idea...”

“Try not to hurt yourself
–”

“I'm being serious –”

“Okay, go on if you
must...”

“Coralie has NO idea who she really is
... but I think that I can help...”

“Court, you need to leave this to the
Colliers, don't you think? She is their daughter.”

Cutting his sister off abruptly, Court
blurted out, “And she's also the –” He paused, taking a breath to
calm himself.

“What?”

“Forget it – I'm going to tell her. I
can't wait on the Colliers... they are dragging their feet too
much, plus... it's getting dangerous...”

“But –”

“But nothing – with her not knowing
who she really is, her life is in danger ... Coralie's existence
could be jeopardy! I can't just sit back and watch it
happen...”

“But Court, doesn’t she have
–”

“It’s not enough - I must protect
her!”

“Okay, okay … settle down … Look, I
just got word from Dad –”

“I know –”

“Of course you do … you just keep me
posted on what you want to do, and I'll try my best to help in any
way I can.”

“Thanks, Sister...”

“Hey, no problem … it's my duty,
right, Brother?”

Smiling, letting out a muffled
snicker, he replied to his sister's inside joke. “Right
–”


Chapter 15

 


“Hello? Can I help you?” Coralie asked, trying
to cover the uneasiness in her voice.

The tall, dark, figure took a step
closer, allowing the light from the foyer to illuminate him.
The young man smiled, his dark eyes shining like black pearls.
“Yes, I'm sorry to bother you, Miss, but I am looking for Professor
Collier. Is he in, by chance?”

“No, I'm sorry ... but he should be in
any minute, now...” Coralie answered, looking around
apprehensively.

“I apologize – I must have startled
you, with you being here alone...”

“You haven't...”

“Nonetheless, you have my apologies,
if so ... May I introduce myself?”

Coralie nodded, still leery and
untrusting.

“My name is Xavier,” he said, sticking
out his hand. He slowly re-coiled it, when Coralie did not accept
the gesture. Though, his demeanor never changed, he acted as if the
motion had never taken place, and continued. “I'm an intern for
Professor Collier. I had forgotten to run these by his office this
afternoon,” he said, holding a folder full of printed documents.
“The Main Office at the University said that I should try him here.
I thought of just leaving them in the mailbox,” he continued, with
a shrug of his shoulders, “but these are very important documents.”
The young man smiled, “Not to mention that I am still trying to
make a good impression, you know, I don't want to come off as
incompetent or forgetful – I would hate to appear as a
slacker.”

“I'm sure he will be pleased,” Coralie
said, allowing herself to speak.

“Ah, I've won you over already, have
I?” Xavier said, with a smile.

Coralie relaxed a bit, allowing
herself to smirk and extend her hand as a friendly gesture. “I
guess so, I'm sorry, I should probably introduce myself ... I am
–”

“Coralie Collier … I know who you are.
Your father speaks very highly of you. He is very proud. Very
proud, indeed ... as I can see why...”

“Thank you … that's very nice to hear.
He's pretty great, my Dad...”

“Yeah...?”

“Yeah...” she started with a smile,
feeling a minute sense of something, resembling trust. “Would you
like to come in and wait? My parents shouldn't be too much
longer...”

“No, thanks ... I must be
going...”

Suddenly, Coralie's feeling in the pit
of her stomach had begun to slither back in. “But surely, coming
all this way ... I mean, I would hate for you to feel that you came
all this way for nothing.”

“Oh – I don't feel that way at all,
Coralie – none at all...” he said, with a smile.

There was something in his smile.
Something that did not feel right. Something that did not feel so
friendly anymore. Something that felt quite unnerving, and quite
familiar in the same.

“Thanks, again, but I really should be
on my way. I will see you soon, Coralie.” Xavier said, with an
unsettling grin. His eyes of black pearls glittered in the
luminance of light. “Very soon...” He turned to descend the
steps.

Coralie watched him, walk away with
such ease. Ease. This was something she did not feel. Something
about him was so discomforting. She couldn't place it. Something
about Xavier was just not right.

Just as Xavier had reached the bottom
of the front steps, Coralie called out, “Wait, Xavier – didn't you
have something for my Dad?”

“Oh right – umm, it can save until
tomorrow.”

“But, I thought –”

“You know, some things are just better
done in person ... see you around, Coralie Collier.”

“See ya,” Coralie said, trying to
sound nonchalant.

She closed the door and locked it
swiftly behind her. That feeling in her stomach – the unsettling,
shaky, unnerving, feeling – had returned. She felt much more
sickened than before.

Something about Xavier, something
about his house call, seemed all wrong.

Coralie took the phone from her bag
that lay in the foyer arm chair, where she had tossed it as she had
entered the front door.

She began to walk toward the kitchen,
opening her phone and dialing numbers from memory. She looked out
of the kitchen window.

No taillights. Complete
darkness. Strange.

Coralie, without looking, moved her
finger toward the top of the phone. Send. 

Not even a full ring had sounded
before Court answered. “Coralie? Are you okay?”

“Yes, it's just –”

“What wrong? Who – I mean, what just
happened?”

“Forget it – it was nothing, really
... I just got a little spooked, that's all.”

“I'm on my way –”

Coralie paused, hearing the front door
open. “Coralie, honey?” she heard her mother call out.

She sighed in relief. “Court, my
parents just walked in –”

“Are you sure that you don’t need me
to come over?”

“Yes – I’ve got to talk to them about
tonight’s visitor ... something was off...”

“I'll be on standby, if you still need
me,” Court said, reassuring.

“Thanks, I’ll see you soon, Court,”
she said, then pushed End.

“Mom?” Coralie called out. “Dad? ...
I'm in here –”

“Hey, kiddo!” Cal said, entering the
kitchen.

“Hey sweetie, how was your night?”
Katelyn asked her daughter.

“Umm, good ... Dad?”

“Yeah, kiddo?”

“Xavier stopped by for a visit
tonight...” Nerves were rising up in Coralie’s throat, causing her
voice to quiver. “... He was looking for you?” The quiver is her
voice only showed that the words she had just spoken, she didn’t
believe. She didn’t believe that Xavier had conveniently stopped by
to visit her father. Coralie had a notion that there was something
more. And the look on her parents’ faces confirmed that
notion.

With questioning eyes, Katelyn turned
to her husband, “Since when do any of your students make house
calls?”

“He's an intern...” Cal said, with
emotions rising up within his soul.

“Well then, since when do any of your
interns make house calls?”

Cal shook his head,
unknowingly.

Katelyn turned toward her daughter.
“Did he say what he wanted?”

Coralie shrugged. “Just that he needed
to give you some documents ... that he forgot to drop by your
office today.”

Cal looked around. “So where are the
documents?”

Uneasily, Coralie swallowed the bad
feeling rising in her throat. “He didn't leave anything ... he
just,” she paused, and shrugged, “... left...” Coralie looked at
her mother and father, “Strange, isn't it?”

“Strange, indeed...” Cal spoke through
a hint of indignation, moving closer to his daughter.

“Cal –” Katelyn started
nervously.

“I will be sure to call Xavier
tomorrow. It was probably just a misunderstanding. I'll get
everything cleared up in the morning. Okay, kiddo?” Cal patted her
shoulders, trying to comfort her. It didn't seem to be working very
well. Coralie was not even sure if her father believed his own
statement.

Though she tried to look placid and
without worry, the looks on her parents’ faces replanted the seed
of fear. Coralie swallowed hard, trying to push the feeling down.
The feeling in the pit of her stomach had returned.

Xavier had been there for a reason.
That reason did not involve documents or papers for her father, but
instead somehow involved Coralie.

 


* * * * *

 


Xavier walked into the darkened room,
knocking on the door frame as he passed through it.
“Hello?”

He looked around the room, waiting for
an answer, but the room was silent.

Xavier scanned the room once more, but
he did not see a sign of anyone. He turned to walk out of the
door.

A man’s voice spoke through the
darkness. “I hope that you do not act the same on the errands and
missions that I send to accomplish. Taking a scene at face value,
not investigating your surroundings. Not your best form, Xavier.”
He paused, for a moment. “You never know who may be lurking in the
shadows...”

“Sir, I assure you, that I investigate
every square inch of every single mission of which I am assigned …
which brings me to why I am here...”

“I am listening, young
Xavier...”

“Tonight … I attempted to get a closer
look...”

“And?”

“And … I have good mind to believe
that this will be a much easier feat than you may have once
thought, Sir.”

“And what makes you think
that?”

“I am fairly certain that she still
doesn’t know...”

“Nothing? You mean, they haven’t told
her?”

“It looks that way … This should be
fun … Like taking candy from a baby...”

“That is a thoughtless analogy … How
close did you actually get to her?”

“Close enough...”

“Could you get that close
again?”

“Not a problem – just give me the go
ahead … And I assure you, it will not be a recap of my most recent
assignment...”

“Let’s hope not, for your
sake...”


Chapter 16

 


Buzz.

“Yes, Sir,” Court answered his phone,
while walking down the street, in the early morning
light.

“I am not quite for certain what is
going on, but I need your help,” said the voice on the other end of
the line.

“I will find out for certain,
Sir.”

“You musn't –” the voice began to
instruct.

But Court interrupted respectfully. “I
know what to do, Sir.”

“And no one can know,” the voice
instructed, sternly.

“And no one will, Sir –” Court replied
with calm.

“Okay, then, I will alert the
Elders...” the voice started to give his plans.

“Not necessary, Sir ... I have already
taken the liberty of doing so...”

“Very well, then ... Thank you –” said
the voice on the other end of the line, seemly overcome.

“No thanks necessary, Sir – it is my
duty...” Court said with pride and responsibility.

“That it is, Courtland...”

Court snapped his phone shut, only to
open it again.

Speed Dial 2.

Ring. Ri –

“Hello?” the voice on the other end
answered. It was Criston.

“I need that favor we discussed...”
Court said.

“What could I possibly do from here
that could possibly help you there?” she asked, with a hint of
sarcasm and irritation in her voice.

A grin spread across Court's lips. So
wide, that Criston could almost hear it stretching across his face.
“You know me, always got a plan...” he paused, to make certain that
Criston was following.

“And exactly would this plan consist
of, Brother?” She prompted him, gaining interest.

“Ah – there we go ... thanks for
coming aboard – now, listen very carefully...”

Intrigued, Criston responded, “Okay,
brother – I'm listening...”

“Good...” Court’s smile swelled wider,
knowing that his plan was almost infallible. His plan would soon
give Coralie that answers that she sought. And she would soon have
the answers that would give her all of the keys to her past,
present and future.

Criston listened to her brother’s
every word and agreed upon snapping her phone shut. She didn’t
necessarily dislike Coralie. She just knew that she would do
anything for her brother. If that included helping her, so
be it.

Suddenly, Criston heard a deliberated
movement behind her. She turned toward the sound and smirked. “Ah …
It looks like I have a friend or two who want to play … and I have
a little bit of time to kill...”

 


* * * * *

 


Coralie impatiently watched the clock
– tick tock, tick tock – by slowly, taunting her from the
classroom wall on which it hung. The last hour had not only been
torturous, but also inane.

Coralie's mind was on one thing – or
person, rather – and that person was not reciting poetry
from the eighteenth century at the front of the
classroom.

Ring –

The departure bell rang and Coralie
grabbed her belongings and quickly moved towards the
door.

“Remember, class … rough drafts are
due Thursday ... Miss Collier...” Ms. Sieve, broke through to
address Coralie personally.

“Yes, Ms. Sieve...” Coralie said.
This couldn't be good.

“May I see you for a moment?” she
asked.

“Yes, Madam...” Coralie said,
acknowledging her teacher's request. “... If this is about being
tardy to class, I do apologize, I know this makes twice this week
... but it won't happen again...”

Ms. Sieve began, “That’s good to hear
… Actually, Miss Collier, not that I approve of your tardiness,
that's not why I wanted a word with you ... I merely wanted to
express my most genuine concern...”

“Your concern, Madam?” Coralie
questioned.

“Yes, Miss Collier, my concern ... I
am deeply concerned with your daily and most recent performances in
class. I have noticed that you are more tired, more edgy, more
distant ... even more than usual ... Is everything
alright?”

“Oh, yes, Madam ... everything is
perfectly fine, really ... well, not perfectly, I guess ... I mean,
if it was perfectly fine then obviously you would not be so
concerned with me...” Coralie glanced at Ms. Sieve, realizing that
she was rambling, “Never mind ... It's just a bit of late night
cramming, that’s all … final exams are coming up soon … they are
just around the corner, you know. I am just trying to get ahead of
the game, Madam...”

“Well, that's excellent, Miss Collier,
but you should not let the desire for overachievement affect your
daily tasks...”

“Yes, Ms. Sieve, my apologies...”
Coralie said, awaiting her teacher's signal for
dismissal.

The weary teacher looked away from
her. “You are dismissed, Miss Collier...”

“Yes, Ms. Sieve...” Coralie replied.
As she exited the classroom, she suddenly heard a voice say, “You
apologize too much...”

Startled, Coralie jumped.

“Court,” Corlaie began, catching her
breath, “What are you doing here?”

“You still don't believe my secret
mission story, huh?”

“No, sorry...”

“See, there you go again...” he said,
shaking his head.

“Why don't you just tell me ... what
are you doing here, really...”

“Truthfully ... I'm here, waiting on
you...” Court confessed, eyeing her intensely.

“Waiting on me...”

“Yes … I thought you may need an
escort to a destination away from these premises.”

“What did you have in mind?” she
asked, enthralled by his invitation.

“I know just the place ... my secret
... so, are you in?”

“Well, kind Sir, that depends ... do
you plan to defend my honor against evil doers and enemies that
cross our path along the way?” Coralie playfully asked.

Court extended his outreached hand,
beckoning her. “To the fullest extent, ma'am ... shall
we?”

Smiling, she agreed by taking his
hand.

“Good,” Court returned her smile, “…
because there's something I'd like to show you...”

 


* * * * *

 


“How am I going to catch
you, if you just keep running?” Criston called out, sarcastically,
hearing the echo of her own voice bounce around the walls of the
cathedral.

Although it seemed as if she were
alone, she knew that she wasn't. They were there.
Somewhere inside this old Romanian Cathedral Church.

Cristian Evangelical, she had
read on the old, wooden marker.

How ironic it was to have been led
into the same old abandoned church she had been named after. Her
parents had traveled all over the world. Just before Criston’s
mother found out that she was pregnant with her, they had been
visiting Romania. Her mother had loved the gothic architecture and
the stories of the fortress itself.

She had been through this maze of an
abandoned church twice already. She walked through the cathedral in
the black darkness with only her senses to rely on, along with a
few beams of moonlight shining through the stained glass
windows.

She looked around. They were in
the old abandoned church. She knew it. She could feel them. She
could hear them.

Even in the silence.

It was best when she was surrounded by
silence. She could hear their thoughts more clearly. This was her
Gift. Though she’d never told anyone. The only person who knew was
the one who shared her Gift. Her brother.

She recalled telling her brother,
Court, that if things didn't start happening, that if she
didn't start seeing some action, that she was going to pack
up and abort her mission in Romania.

But she knew that wasn't
true.

She had only been venting aloud. She
knew that her brother knew it, too. This had been what she had
trained for, what she'd been waiting on, her entire life. And now
that it was here, she was relishing in the moment, every moment ...
and she knew that she would until her last moment
passed.

She tossed aside her long strawberry
blonde hair from where it had fallen across her shoulder. “Come
out, come out, wherever you are...” Criston called out, taunting
her prey.

Just then, Criston heard a creaking
noise, prompting her to turn toward it. It had come from the back
of the church. There she stared at an open door.

“Great, not again...” she huffed, then
stated, “... and the chase continues...” She paused taking in her
surroundings. Yes, they had fled.

She called out, into the dark, empty
cathedral, “You are just prolonging the inevitable,” hearing
herself echo again.

She took a deep breath, and then spoke
in a low voice, “Lucky for you – I have other plans to attend to
... but keep running, the game is more fun that way...”

Criston grabbed her weapon sling and
slung it back over her shoulder. She stood still for a moment,
looking around herself, and then made her way out of the massive
open wooden door and into the pitch-black, darkness of the
night.


Chapter 17

 


Coralie and Court walked along the roadside
together. Chivalrously, Court had offered to carry Coralie's
backpack that was chock-full of books from school. She allowed it,
though it made her feel like woman of the eighteen century, like
those spoke of in class by Ms. Sieve.

That was a time, wasn't it?

A time when young men did fine things
to show their affections for a lady of such interest. A time when
chivalry was something that was of the norm, much unlike
today.

There were the few that were the
exceptions, though. Her father, for one, had always shown the
utmost respect and valiance toward her mother, Coralie remembered.
And now, there was Court to be considered.

She looked at him from the corner of
her eye. He had such a pleasant presence to him. She noticed that
he was allowing a gentle smile to wash over his face.

She wondered if he could sense that
she was looking at him. Not intending to answer her either way,
Court reached for her hand. Coralie felt warmth run throughout her
entire body from his touch. She allowed the same gentle smile to
wash over her face as well.

“What?” Court asked.

“Nothing, really ... just thinking ...
so, where is it that we are actually going?”

“You'll see...” he said, slowing to a
halt.

Unexpectedly, Court ducked into the
tree-line, through the brush. Coralie looked around her, but all
she could see was the tree-lined road that stretched on for miles
ahead. Coralie had looked to where Court had disappeared
nervously.

Court popped his head out from around
the brush and held out his hand, “You coming?”

She stared contemplatively at his
extended hand. She wasn't cold or cool. She hadn’t even caught the
slightest bit of chill. The weather was very nice for Spring. In
fact, somewhat unseasonably warm for March. Sunny, a barely-there
breeze ... it was a perfect afternoon. But Coralie realized that
her hand longed for its warmth again.

It was not the weather that stimulated
this desire to feel his warmth. It was her. It was she that
simply needed him. She longed for him to hold her hand, to
hold her, to embrace her. Even just the simple brush of his touch
warmed her entire body and soul. Head to toe and back again. With
him, she felt safe … she felt at home.

He smiled, “Trust me...”

Coralie sighed, giving up without a
fight. Like a magnet, her hand slid into his.

Sure, she was following someone, of
whom she barely knew, into the woods … the bear-filled woods. And
not a soul knew where she was. She had to admit, this was not the
smartest idea that she had ever had. In any other situation, in any
other scenario, she would have told herself so. But things were
different with Court. She didn’t know how or why, but she knew that
she could trust him. Pushing crazy thoughts from her mind, she
reminded herself of that.

Somewhere, someplace else in the
world, she was certain there were crazies out there looking for
innocent prey. But Court wasn't one of them. She knew this without
another thought tracing though her mind. He was one of the
good-guys. He would never cause her harm.

And Coralie knew this without a
doubt.

She could feel his care, his concern,
and his love for her. She could feel it when he looked at her. She
could feel it when he touched her hand. She could feel it when
would breathe her in.

They walked down a trail that wound
through the forest, leading them down a brushy path. Suddenly,
Coralie noticed that they were approaching an illuminating light
peeking through the branches of the trees.

She looked up at Court, but he was
still looking ahead of them. As they came to a halt, Coralie's eyes
widened with awe. Her eyes focused solely on the light before
her.

The lush, brushy forest had opened
into a clearing, housing an embankment that surrounded an
illuminating body of water. It seemed to stretch on forever. She
wanted to look around for what could be aiding this beautiful
sight, but she couldn't look away. Its brilliance was
magnificent.

Coralie finally mustered up enough
words to ask, “Where are we?”

Court answered, speaking softly, as if
speaking of a loved one. “Empyreal Lake ... Beautiful, isn't
she?”

“Beautiful ... it's absolutely
breathtaking...” Coralie answered, still in awe of the sight before
her. The both of them stood in a pleasant silence, as they took in
their surroundings.

Breaking the stillness, Coralie spoke,
“Do you come here often?” Suddenly, she felt the rush of stupidity
set in. How awkward did she sound? Do you come here often?
It sounded more like a cheesy, pick-up line than a sincere
question, although sincerity was her intent.

But Court didn't seem to notice it as
such. “Yeah, I come here to get away...” he said, as he took a seat
on the ground, next to a brush-covered tree trunk, looking out over
the water.

“Yeah, I guess everyone needs a place
like that, huh?” Coralie said, nervously taking a place beside him.
She thought of her own 'thinking place', though not even a
comparison to the sight before her.

Court smiled slightly at her unspoken
thoughts.

“So,” Coralie continued, “When you are
in Greece or any of the other places that you travel, do you miss
it? Coming here … to your special place, I mean?”

His smile continued, as he looked
around, as if he were taking in all of the scenery that surrounded
them. As if this were the first time he'd seen it, at all. “Yeah, I
guess, but you see, I can always come back here, you know
–”

“What do you mean?”

“I just mean that by being here, I
know that...” Court paused, leaving his words hanging in the
air.

“You know that what?” Coralie
questioned, knowing that he was trying to tell her something … but
what?”

“From here, from this place ...
I know that I can go anywhere – be anywhere in an instant ... do
you understand what I’m trying to say?”

“No, I’m sorry … I think that you lost
me...” Coralie looked confused at him, leaving Court at
disheartened hopefulness of his words. “So, how come I've never ...
I mean, I’ve basically lived here all of my life ... in Thessla,
that is. I know that I've never been here before, yet I find
myself...” Coralie paused, trying to find words.

Trying to read her better, Court moved
closer. “Go on...”

“I don't know ... it's nothing – just
a stupid thought...”

“Nothing you think or say is stupid
... Please tell me, Cor ... what are you thinking?”

Court knew things were beginning to
fall into place for Coralie. But he wanted her to say it. He wanted
to hear it from her lips. For her to say what she felt. To say what
she felt was real … what was truth ...

“This place feels so familiar, you
know … In a weird sort-of way, like home...” Coralie finished,
looking up at him.

“I know...” he smiled, looking back at
her.

“Court –”

“Yeah?”

“Do you – I mean,” Coralie paused,
searching for words that could help her explain her insane
thoughts.

“Do I, what?” Court asked, prompting
her to continue.

She sighed a heavy sigh, thus
acknowledging the possibility that Court would think she somehow
should be committed to a psych ward for her crazy thoughts and
questions. She watched a smile sweep across Court’s lips, this
giving her a bit of encouragement to continue. “Do you ever feel
like there's something out there, you know ... like there's some
kind of secret or inside joke that you haven't been let in on yet?
Is that crazy?”

“You mean, like someone,
everyone, has been keeping something from you? No,
that’s not crazy...”

“I don't know ... maybe I shouldn't
have said anything...”

“Yes, you should have. Cor, you can
tell me anything … you know that, right – you can trust me with
anything...”

Coralie stood up, taking a deep breath
before starting her spiel. “It's just that I've been having these
dreams … strange dreams and weird feelings...”

“Have you tried talking about this
with your parents?”

“Yeah, I've tried to talk to my
parents about them, but they just,” she paused, and sighed as she
looked at Court. “... They just look at me with these concerned
looks on their faces ... sort of like the one that you have on your
face right now...”

Court rose to his feet and faced her.
“Cor, though this is a concerned look on my face, it's not like
what you may think. It's you that I'm concerned with – your
safety, not your dreams.” He sighed. “Do you ever think that maybe
there's more to your dreams than just what meets the eye, or mind
rather?”

“Like what do you mean?” Coralie
asked, trying to smile jokingly, but was unsuccessful.

“Like that your dreams may be more
than just dreams. Maybe they are more like premonitions or even
–”

“What? Or even what?”

He shrugged. “Maybe they could even be
a reality...”

“Court, come on – I think I would know
if I was some superhero-type, warrioresque, vindicating heroine,
that went around kicking villain tail and taking names on a daily
basis ... but I'm afraid, my friend, it just isn't
so...”

“No?”

“Well ... it just doesn't seem very
likely or possible even...”

“Maybe the reality is just one of
which you are unaware of – just a thought –besides,” he paused,
leaning closer to her, causing her breath to catch in her chest.
“... I could totally see you as a superhero ...,” he finished, as
he stepped backward.

Suddenly, Court lost his footing,
falling hard against a fallen tree and a bouldering rock wall. The
large portion of the fallen tree began to fall towards Court. At
the same time, Coralie saw at the top of the rock wall was a large,
loose stone – about the size of a beach ball – teetering along the
edge.

All within seconds, both objects
started to fall. Still trying to regain his footing, Court seemed
unaware of his dire need to move his place of stance.

Coralie knew that she needed to do
something. Without another thought, she absentmindedly allowed
herself to throw one of her hands out to her side and the other in
front of her.

When Coralie’s eyes met Court's, she
expected to see a look of terror or exasperation even. To her
surprise, she saw something very different. There was a smile that
slowly stretched across his face.

Coralie looked around herself to see
what may have triggered his ever-growing smile. She looked
sideways, out toward her right arm. There at a short distance, held
at mid-fall, was the large portion of the fallen tree. She slowly
looked to her left – there was the large boulder hovering in
mid-air.

Coralie realized that she was holding
them there at a distance with her own hands. But how? She was not
within reach, but yet as she moved her hands, the objects moved
with her. Almost as if she was commanding them to move.

That was it ... she was.

Court walked toward her in a leisurely
saunter, still grinning. As soon as Court was next to her, she
lowered her arms gently, watching the two objects do the same.
Startled by the sight of her own doing, she jumped and lost her
concentration, causing her to drop the objects to the ground
abruptly.

Clapping, Court turned toward her.
“Well done! And you said you weren't the superhero-type ...,” he
said, smiling from ear to ear, with usage of her wording, “...that
seemed pretty superhero-like to me!”

She turned to him, with realization
and desperation in her eyes. “You can't tell anyone,
okay?”

Beaming, he stood facing her. He took
her hands into his. “Your secret's safe with me … Come on, there's
something else I want to show you,” he said, leading her toward the
water's edge.


Chapter 18

 


The colors were vivid and brilliant,
surrounding her. The bright green of the trees and brush, along
with the colorful hues of the flowers – in whites, pinks, yellows,
reds, purples, and blues – all of them, illuminating off of the
lake's rippling reflection.

Coralie followed Courtland closely,
still holding onto his hand.

She realized how safe her hand felt –
how safe she felt. She realized how natural her hand fit into his.
How perfectly they fit together, like puzzle pieces, as if they
were made from the same mold.

Every few moments, Court would give
Coralie's hand a light squeeze. She had decided that this was his
way of giving her a sign of reassurance, though she didn't know
what for.

Nonetheless, it made her feel safe. He
made her feel safe.

He stopped, bringing her close beside
him. There, they stood at the edge of the water on the mossy
bankside.

Coralie watched as Court stood
peacefully, looking out across the water, breathing in his
surroundings. He looked so magnificent, she thought, with the sun
highlighting his blonde hair and reflecting in his bright light
blue eyes. His perfectly flawless skin glistened in the sunbeams.
Trying to tear her eyes away from him was almost
impossible.

Finally, she looked down at the
rippling water, splashing just before the tips of her shoes. She
knelt down, sticking her fingertips to the water. She skimmed the
surface, making figure-eight circles atop it. The water was cool,
but not unbearable. It actually felt quite nice.

She rose back up beside him. “This is
absolutely beautiful, Court.” Coralie said, smiling in
bewilderment.

Court gave at a half-turn and let a
smile spread across his face. “I'm glad you think so, but this
isn't it...”

“There's more?” she asked, looking
around them. She looked back at Court, as he was smiling looking
out into the water. “But where? Where else is there?” she asked,
puzzled.

He let go of her hand, and began to
take his shoes off.

“What are you doing?” she questioned,
still baffled.

Court began to unbutton his shirt and
slowly walk into the water. He tossed his shirt onto a nearby
branch and turned to her. “You coming?”

“In there?” she asked, with
wide-eyes.

He nodded, and then beckoned her to
come in and to follow him. She was hesitant at first.

“You coming or not?” he said,
beckoning and bobbing in the water.

“I don't know ... I'm not so sure that
I should...” She lied. Court knew that she would follow him
anywhere. She slipped off her flats and uniform knee-highs, and
then unbuttoned her uniform top shirt. With a nervy presentiment,
she turned to hang her top shirt next by Court's, which hung
loosely on a nearby tree branch.

Turning back to face him, Coralie
grimaced, “I'm going to regret this, aren't I?”

“Oh, come on in ... the water's fine
... I'll be with you the entire way...” Court called out to
her.

“Okay...” she started, but halted,
with widened eyes. “Wait ... the entire way? Where exactly
are we going?”

Court smiled. “And spoil the
surprise...” he teased, “I guess you are just going to have to
follow me to find out, aren't you?”

And how could she not? With a
surrendering sigh, she continued her trudge into the
water.

Finally feeling the water deep enough
to begin swimming out towards him, she began taking long strokes
with her arms. Up and over. Hand over hand. Coralie used her long
sleek arms to pull herself through the water.

While splashing and propelling herself
through the cool water, she became very aware that she was not
exactly dressed for a mid-day, or any time of day for that matter,
swim. She could feel her plaid uniform skirt and white tank top
clinging to her body as she swam.

The likelihood of being out of the
water at some point, she was sure, was somewhat high, so she pushed
away the urge to stop and discard another layer, for the thought of
their next destination.

A secret place.

A secret place that Court wanted to
share ... with her.

Hand over hand, she continued until
she reached Court. He was smiling, patiently waiting and bobbing in
the water.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

Coralie just gave a slight and nervous
nod.

Court smiled. “Take my hand...Do you
trust me?”

“Of course, I trust you...but –”
Coralie started, taking his hand.

“Okay,” he said, not allowing her to
finish, “... follow me...” He took a deep breath, Coralie following
in sync, and they both went underneath the water’s
surface.

They began to swim under water,
pushing themselves farther and farther away from the bankside.
Suddenly, Coralie began to feel herself descending, further down
into the deep lake water.

She realized that Court was still
holding her hand. Holding her hand, and pulling
her.

Pulling her down.

Further and further down.

Down into the deep water.

Towards the bottom of the
lake.

Coralie started to panic. She wanted
to rush back up to the surface and gasp for air. But her panic was
short lived as she suddenly realized that her lungs were still full
of air. And they did not feel like they were about to explode,
though she had utterly expected them to.

Paused underwater, to explore her
escape options, Coralie noticed that the water was so clear she
could see Court.

Court was next to her, now, still
holding onto her hand. He gave it a squeeze for
reassurance.

Though she did not know how or why,
Coralie's panic diminished.

Just as they had begun to swim again,
Coralie noticed a glimmer in water. Something shiny, bright,
illuminating.

As they got closer, she felt a pull –
not a physical pull, not from Court – but a drawing sense that seem
to be from the light ... the shimmering … What was this? The
surface? 

Coralie took a breath. Her head was
above water. She was breathing in air, actual air. She looked
around, with Court circling around her in the water, with his smirk
ever present.

“Where are we?” she asked, expecting
to be breathless, but noticed she wasn't.

“Olympios Lake, the other side of
Empyreal Lake...” he answered, still encircling her.

“Oh...” Coralie said quietly, to daunt
away from the fact that she was very confused.

“Come on,” Court said taking ahold of
her hand, “I want you to see it from up there...” he finished,
pulling her closer to shore.

The Olympios' bankside was much the
same as Empyreal, except for the landscape was much more lush and
vibrant, which from what Coralie recalled was saying a
lot.

She and Court walked up onto the
bankside and took seat on a plush patch of grass. Beautiful,
brilliant flowers surrounded them. The sun shone bright overhead
through the trees, letting in slight rays that were beginning to
warm Coralie's skin. She was thankful for the sun as she suddenly
noticed that her clothes were drying fast from its rays, but were
still damp and clingy.

“It's really pretty here, Court ... I
have to admit, at first, it seemed like a little bit of a weird way
to get here, but thank you...”

“No, Thank you...”

Court was leaning back, allowing
himself to rest on his elbows. Coralie sat with her knees up, and
she rested back onto her outstretched hands.

“No, I mean, really … thank you for
bringing me here...”

“Well, it is yours to see,
Coralie...” Court said, waiting on her to catch a glimmer in his
words.

But nothing... she was still looking
around, taking in all of her surroundings.

Suddenly, Court sat up and leaned
toward her. Leaning in very close, he whispered to her. “I'm glad
you like it here...” His whispers were so close that she could feel
his words on her lips.

Hanging on his every word, she hardly
noticed as he slowly leaned in closer, and then he kissed her.
Coralie melted into the beautiful earth that surrounded
her.

“If this is what you asked me to come
for,” a girl's voice said, seemingly to approach them. “... to
gross me out ... let's just say, that there's a slim chance that
you're getting away from here without a shiner for the whole world
to see ... I'm sure Mom & Dad would love that ... Golden Child
comes home with a shiner from his little sister – I can see it now
in the headlines...”

Coralie heard an amused chuckle come
from Court, who still sat very close to her. Close enough to feel
his breath on her shoulder.

The girl laughed, appearing, emerging
from the tree line. She continued, “... Can you imagine that? Bam!
Take that home to Mom & Dad...”

“Omigosh, Criston –” Coralie started,
standing up to greet her.

“Coralie, nice to see you again...”
Court's sister obliged Coralie's address, trying to be as pleasant
as possible.

“You, too ... wait – I'm sorry, but I
don't think that I understand ... I thought you were in Romania.”
Coralie questioned in confusion.

“Yeah, well,” Criston started with a
smirk, “… my brother, here, is very convincing ... besides, it's
really not all that far...”

“Not that far?” Coralie said,
anxiously, suddenly feeling nervous about her surroundings. “What
are you talking about?”

“Coralie –” Court took her hand to
calm her.

“Court, what's going on? I don't
understand – I don't ... I mean –” Coralie stopped, looking around
herself. Coralie noticed that something was obviously different
about this place. “Why aren’t there any people around ... a
beautiful place such as this ... Olympios, and come to think of it,
Empyreal as well. There wasn't anyone around there
either...”

“Cor –” Court started, interrupting
her. Court had been hanging on her every word, waiting for the
opportunity to step in. But she continued, needing more than
anything at the moment to complete her thought.

“What is this place? Where are
we?”

“Cor –”

“I would think that we would have seen
at least one person other than ourselves, right?” She thought
aloud.

“Coralie, no one comes here...”Court
paused.

“What do you mean?”

“No one comes here,
because...”

“Because of what? No one comes here,
because why, Court?” she asked, intrigued, but afraid. Afraid of
what the answer may actually be.

“No one comes here, Coralie ...
because no one knows about it...” Criston blurted out, “... no one
knows that it even exists...”

Coralie stared at Criston confused.
“What? That's insane!” she shouted in disbelief. “How can that be?
How can no one know that an entire lake exists?”

“Well, by no one, I don't exactly mean
no one ... we know about it ... because this is meant
for us ... so...”

“And by us and we, you
mean who? Like, you and I?”

“Well, yes and no ... yes, I’m talking
about you and myself … Criston, as well … but there
is more … there are others...”

“More? There are others? What do you
mean by others?”

“Yes, there are more of
us...”

“Court, just stop it! This is insane
... She doesn't even know who she is!”

Court cut her words sharply. “Give it
a rest, Criston!”

Coralie sat and stared at him in
confusion. He was trying to give her cues, but none that she
recognized. She knew she should be able to identify and recall what
he was trying to explain to her, but she just couldn't.

Court began by searching for words.
“Coralie, although this is … I mean, yes, this is other side of
Empyreal Lake, but it's not just the other side of the lake
– it's just not that simple...”

“Court, I’m not sure that I
understand...”

Okay, so, you see, you can't just walk
to the other side...” Court stopped and sighed, “Do you understand
what I'm trying to say?”

Coralie stood silent, in
confusion.

Court sighed abruptly, once more, this
time in frustration with himself. “Of course, you don't
understand...” he paused, taking another breath, running his
fingers through his glistening golden hair. “... You don't
understand, because I'm talking in circles...”

“Court, what are trying to
say?”

“Court, just spill it - you're
confusing her even more than she already is...” Criston snapped at
her brother.

“Quiet, Criston!” Court snapped again,
trying to gather the right words.

“But I just –” Criston
started.

“I said, 'Quiet'!” Court barked, with
an intense stare. The two of them shared it for a moment, with
Criston backing down first, like a scolded child.

Court turned to Coralie, who was
startled by the intensity being shown by him. “Coralie, we just
came through a –” Court hesitated before saying the word, it
seemed, he'd been stumbling around, “...
portal...”

“A portal –”Coralie questioned,
skeptically. “… You mean, like a time portal?”

“No...” he said, taking a breath, “...
just a portal … we didn't travel to a different time, just a
different place...”

She took a deep breath, unbelieving.
“And this place would be...?”

Court stood in silence, searching for
words. Words that could help his explanation. But there were none
to be found.

After a few moments, Court finally
answered Coralie, as she sat awaiting him. “Olympia ... Coralie, we
are in Greece...”


Chapter 19

 


Coralie lay still on, what felt like the solid,
earthy ground. Her clothes still felt slightly damp against her
skin. Though her eyes felt heavy, and unable to open, she could
hear movement surrounding her. She could hear murmurs around her,
barely able to make any of them into something comprehensible that
sounded like two men arguing.

“No – Sir, you can't!” one voice
said.

“Stay out of this!” another
countered.

“No – I won't, I can't –”

“You will! Step aside!”

“So this is … I mean, you are the
reason –”

“You are no longer needed. Please
excuse yourself to someplace else...”

“I will not leave her!”

One of them sighed in irritation.
“Very well...”

“I can't believe you, Sir
–”

“I believe I said to Step
Aside!”

“If you hurt her, Sir, I swear
–”

“What?” the one of them paused. “Do
you really think that I would do anything to hurt
her?”

“Yes, I do ... I believe it because
you are! You are hurting her! You may not realize it, but you
–”

“That's enough!” the one of them
shouted. “I'm done here.” Then he snapped his fingers and ordered,
“Get the car.”

“Sir –”

“Listen to me young man ... you must
learn to stay out of business you know nothing of...”

“But –”

“But nothing – I will be speaking to
your father about this.”

“Go ahead – I'm not afraid of
you!”

The one of them let out a low chuckle.
“You've got spunk, kid! You remind me a little of
myself!”

“I'm not like you, Sir – unlike you, I
would never, ever, put her in harm's way...”

Another voice, aside from the two
arguing male voices spoke up. “The car... it's ready,
Sir!”

“Thank you – we're done here...
yes?”

“Not by a long shot...”

Those were the last words to fill
Coralie's ears before she faded into a realm of dimness, as it
surrounded her.

 


* * * * *

 


Coralie opened her eyes. It took her a
moment for her eyes to adjust. Once they were in focus, she
realized where she was. She was in her bedroom.

The room was dark except for a dim
glow coming from her window. The light was glowing from the outside
street lamps.

There, at the window, her eyes set on
a silhouette. It was a figure, a man... a young man that stood at
silently at her window.

Coralie began to startle, but that
feeling quickly faded when the figure turned and looked at her.
Even in the dimness and darkness of her room, she could feel
that it was him. 

“Court?” she beckoned him
quietly.

“Hey, Cor ... I'm here...” he replied,
as he walked over to her bed, where she lay, reaching for her hand.
She started to rustle her way up into a sitting position, but
suddenly felt a little dizzy.

“You’re here. You’re still
here.”

“Yeah. I wanted to be here when you
woke up.”

“Asleep ... I've been asleep – for how
long?”

He looked away, as he said,
“Awhile...” He walked back to the window and stared blankly. Then
with a far-away, almost rehearsed tone, he spoke again, starting
with a deep breath inward, “you must have been tired after our
afternoon hike ... and swim at the lake ... After I brought you
home, you just crashed...” Then as if he couldn't stand it any
longer, he turned and said, “I couldn't just leave you ... without
saying goodbye, I mean...”

“Well, thank you. I'm glad you
stayed,” she said, with a smile that gleamed in the dim-lit room.
She expected a smile in return, but his usual response was
obviously delayed. “What's wrong?”

He walked toward her and sat next to
her on the edge of her bed. She could see the sincerity in his
questioning eyes. “Do you...” he paused to let out a sigh, sounding
of disappointment, “... do you not remember anything?”

Coralie stared at him with
confusion.

“Anything at all?” he pushed her to
try to recall the day's events. As she did, her memories were bits
and pieces. None of them were fluid. It was as if someone had taken
them from her brain and snipped out specific scenes with a pair of
razor-sharp scissors. Cutting and slicing through memories that
belonged to her. She continued to try to evoke her memory, but
pieces were missing.

“Cor –” Court jogged her
attention.

She shrugged, then began her
recollection aloud, “I remember school, I remember the walk to the
lake, and then...” she paused, her eyes widened, “... the lake ...
Court, I remember the lake.”

He urged her to continue. “Yes, Cor,
keep going. You can do this.”

“... the lake, Court ... we swam in
the lake...” she paused again, her mind started to race, “... we
–”

“Coralie, honey...” Her parents said,
entering the room, turning the lights on, and cutting off her
words.

Court jumped swiftly to his
feet.

“Oh, good ... you're up...” Katelyn
started. “Courtland, that's so nice of you to stay and check on
Coralie...”

“It's nothing...” he said sincerely,
but the sternness of his tone made Coralie edgy.

Katelyn pretended not to notice,
though she did, and Courtland knew it. “Also, thanks again,
Courtland, for walking Coralie home ... That must have been some
hike you guys took...”

Coralie flashed her eyes from Court to
her parents and back again.

Katelyn noticed and added, “... around
Lynn, right, Courtland?”

Coralie's eyes flashed back to Court,
who had moved back to her bedroom window. He answered, his face
expressionless, “Sure...”

Coralie heard the truth absent from
his words. She turned to her mother. “Mom? How long have I been
asleep?”

Katelyn answered her daughter's
question, and then added another question with a relaxed smile on
her face. “Practically, all afternoon, dear ... you must have
really been worn out, huh?”

But it wasn't enough. Coralie
stiffened with anger, as it began to grow inside of her, though she
didn't exactly know why. “Yeah, I guess so, Mom ... Wait ... you
just said 'Lynn' ... as in Lynn Park ... right???”

“Well, yes, Honey ... Lynn Park ...
why the need for clarification?”

“Because I don’t remember going to the
park...”

This sparked interest in Court. But he
wanted to watch Coralie’s parents’ reaction carefully, first,
before making any certain moves.

“Oh...” Her mother
questioned.

“Yeah ... I remember something
else...”

“Like what, Cor???” Questioned Court,
sensing the Colliers’ nervousness.

“I remember going to a lake ... a
beautiful, magnificent lake.”

“Oh yes, the lake that you guys come
upon sits right behind the park...”

“How come I ... I mean, why have I
never been there before?” Coralie questioned, blundering, knowing
she was getting close to something.

“Oh, Honey – you have been there
before...”

“I don’t think so, Mom...”

“Oh I know,” Katelyn paused as if
she'd stumbled upon something, “... it must be the time of year ...
I don't think you've ever been there during this time of year –
things are always much prettier in the spring ... It is a beautiful
place, isn't it, dear?”

“Yes, it is a very beautiful place...”
she said, restating her mother's statement. She turned briefly to
look at Court, who was still staring out of her bedroom window. She
sensed that he was avoiding eye contact. But with whom?

“Hey kiddo, now that you're up ...
I'll go fix you something to eat – I know you must be starved...”
Cal spoke up, changing the subject.

Coralie couldn't shake the feeling
that something wasn't right. There was something else. Something
missing. “But, Mom, Dad, wait –”

“Yes, dear –” Katelyn answered her
daughter, as both her and Cal turned to look at her.

“There's something else –” Coralie
said. This caused Court to turn and stand up looking toward her, as
if something in particular struck his interest.

“What do you mean, kiddo?” Cal asked,
suddenly, and fearfully interested.

“Well, I don't know, really ... it may
have been just another dream – sort like the ones we've talked
about before ... they are so real and,” she sighed a deep breath,
knowing how she must sound to others, “... I know it sounds crazy,
but ... even though this was much different than the others, it was
like,” Coralie paused to look at Court, who was staring at her
intently, “... someone was trying to tell me
something...”

Court allowed a slight grin to come
over his lips. “Go on, Cor ... What else? What do you –”

His words were cut short by Katelyn.
“We can talk about this dream over dinner, okay? Come on, let's go
downstairs.”

“But Mom –” she started, but was
interrupted again.

“Coralie, dear...” Katelyn started,
trying to keep her composure in front of company, “Come on
downstairs ... we'll talk about it over dinner...”

“Cor, I'm listening...” Court
spoke up. “Tell me...”

Katelyn narrowed her eyes at Court,
but she turned with a grin toward her daughter. “Coralie, honey –
really ... your father and I would love to hear all about this ...
everything...every last detail, in fact ... but I would much rather
have this conversation over dinner, that's all...”

She shrugged. “That's just it ...
that's what I'm trying to tell you ... I can't remember everything.
I don't even know exactly where reality stops and my dreams begin
... there are parts and pieces missing...”

“Pieces missing, huh?” Court
questioned, focusing it toward Cal and Katelyn, as he looked
directly at them.

Court's face housed a look that
Coralie didn't quite recognize. She watched the expression exchange
between her parents and Court, and didn't quite know what to make
of them.

“Court, will you be joining us for
dinner?” Katelyn asked, eyeing him austerely.

Allowing a grin to slink on his face,
and backing down respectfully, he said, “No thank you, Mrs.
Collier, Mr. Collier,” nodding at them both individually, “I need
to go on home ... my parents are expecting me ... It seems that my
father is in need of a word with me.” He said, pausing for a moment
to look Cal Collier in the eye. Then he turned to look at Coralie.
He looked straight into her eyes, kissed the top of her forehead,
and said, “Cor, I will see you later, okay?”

Coralie nodded, as she watched Court
exit the door of her bedroom, her father following close behind
him.

Both Coralie and Katelyn stared at the
door from where the two men had just departed.

After a moment of still silence,
Coralie began, “Mom –”

Katelyn turned to her confused
daughter, and said, “Cor, come on downstairs ... your father and I
would like to have a word with you. We have some important things
to discuss...”


Chapter 20

 


“Court?!?!?” Cal called out after him, as he
descended the stairs. “Courtland?!?!?” he called again, this time
with more severity in his tone of voice. “I would like a word with
you – please...”

Court stopped, just as he had opened
the front door, feeling the cool night air. He inhaled a heavy,
disgruntled breath of air, and then turned to face Cal.

Cal stepped just past him, closing the
door quietly. “In my office...” Cal said, as he turned and walked
inaudibly calm toward his office.

“Yes, Sir...” Court said, following
close behind, turning only for a moment to close the double doors
behind his entry.

Hearing the doors close, Cal began.
“Courtland, I wanted to address some things – things that I may
have said before –”

“Forget about it, Sir...”

“No, Courtland, I can't – I know that
you know ... as well as I know that you do not approve
–”

Cutting Cal's words off, Court started
to speak with furor. “You’re right, Sir ... I do not approve,” and
he paused to lower his tone, remembering his upbringing over his
passion, “and all due respect, Sir, I think that what you are doing
to her is quite unfair.”

“Courtland, there are some things that
you just do not understand...” Cal said, taking a stab at
justification.

“You are dead-on, Sir ... I do not
understand!” Court said, with fury held tight beneath the surface.
“I think that it is time that she knows the truth. You are putting
something off, and trying to protect her … but you know very well,
that the only way that this can truly be done is for her to know
the truth ... and we'll do rest...”

Cal gave release to an irritated sigh.
“You have NO idea – I mean, you make it sound so
easy...”

“Mr. Collier, I must say, it must be
easier than –” Court tarried on his unspoken words, trying to calm
his anger. “I mean, what you and Mrs. Collier have been doing to
her –”

Cal abruptly cut Court's words where
he stood. He spoke through his uncontained rile, “Do NOT dare
question our methods! You know absolutely NOTHING! It has been for
her protection, and her protection alone!”

Court retracted respectfully. “My
apologies, Sir ... for my words, it seems, I have indeed carried
them too far...” He paused, allowing his rage to turn to sincerity.
“It's just that … I care for her, Sir...”

Countenancing his own composure to
calm, he spoke, “I know that you do – We, Kate and I have decided
to tell her, but it's got to be on our time, Court. What you
did this afternoon … I know that your intentions were good, but
–”

“I just...” Court interrupted
unintentionally, “I just wanted her to know ... I just wanted to be
able to show her that she's special ... I wanted her to know the
truth … Is that so bad?”

“Court, I understand your motives, but
you must leave this to us ... we will handle this. As her parents,
you will respect our wishes, won't you?”

“When?” Court barked, trying to
contain his anger. “When will you tell her?”

“Soon, Court … we are planning to tell
her very soon.” Cal paused. “In fact, I have an ingenious
idea.”

“Oh, yeah … what’s that,
Sir?”

“I think a family trip may be in order
... what do you think of that, Courtland? Do you
disagree?”

“Where exactly do you anticipate
taking her?”

Cal allowed a smirk to spread across
his face. “To the old homeland, of course...”

 


* * * * *

 


Court shut the front door behind him
and descended the front steps, removing the buzzing phone from his
pocket.

“Hello, Sister...”

“Did you forget how to answer your
phone? I have tried to call you like twenty-seven times.” Criston
bantered to her brother, not allowing him room for much more than
the hello he had answered with.

“Yeah, sorry – just trying to avoid
yet another annoyance in my day...”

“Hey… oh, wait a minute... Uh-oh, I
sense trouble in paradise...”

“Yeah … just had a meeting with Cal
Collier, High Chief in Great Decision Making,” Court said,
sarcastically.

“Meeting went that good,
huh?”

“You could say that … I'll give you
details later...”

“Oooh, I can't wait!” Criston
interjected.

“But not now, it's just not the best
time...”

“Wait a second – do you not even want
to know what I've been up to?”

He let out a low bellowed laugh. “You
want me to guess?”

“Oh, come on, Court – just pretend
that you can't for just one second, and let me actually tell
you something...”

“Oh, alright … go ahead, I won't steal
your thunder...”

“I've been tracking...”

“Oooh, tracking – I'm intrigued! What?
Did you get some sort of lead?”

“Okay, King of Sarcasm, give it a
rest!”

“Didn't like my acting skills? Were
they too much? A little over the top?”

“Anyway, Brother – so, guess what I'm
about to do ... right now...”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you mean, what do I
mean?”

“I mean, you are joking, right? Is
this a trick? You're serious...” Court said, reading his sister
before she allowed herself to speak a word.

“Yeah, I'm relocating! My mission has
been moved! That’s great, huh?”

“To where?” Court shouted.

Criston snickered. “Wait – you mean to
tell me that you don't know – this is great!”

“Criston, where?” Court spoke,
impatiently.

“Are you not going to let me relish in
the moment, not even for a second?”

“Criston, this is important! I haven't
seen it!” Court suddenly stopped in an attempt to calm himself,
unsuccessfully. “I need to know!” he roared in
desperation.

“Oh, dear Brother … I could toy with
you, just a bit!” Criston said playfully.

“Criston...” Court growled through his
teeth.

“Okay, okay ... I'll be nice ... it
seems that I'll be leaving Romania...”

“And relocating to where?”

“Funny thing … I’m on my way to
Greece. That’s awesome, right?”

Court fell silent at her last
word.

How? Something wasn't
right.

He had just talked to Cal Collier.
What was the likelihood of Criston being relocated to Greece? That
had not been part of the plan. He remembered it vividly. He was in
on the meeting with his family, during planning of his sister's
strategic placement in Romania.

Yes, plans can be changed
... but why now?

With his mind running rapid, swirling
his thoughts round and round, he knew he had to figure this one out
quick.

What was going on? Who was
on the inside? Something was definitely not right.

He had to uncover what was going on
immediately.

For Coralie.

For her
protection.

Whatever he had to do, he had to do it
fast. But would it be fast enough? That was the chance he had to
take.

He thought of Coralie. Her eyes, the
way she looked into his, as if she were looking for answers hidden
within his soul. His heart was whole with her. He was whole. Any
chance was worth taking for her.

“I've got to go!” Court said,
suddenly, interrupting Criston in mid-sentence, and ending the
call. Snapping the phone shut, he looked back at the Collier house.
He saw Coralie descending the staircase that led into the foyer
from up the stairs. He watched her.

So graceful. So beautiful. So
innocent. So special.

Yes, he thought to himself,
any chance was worth taking...


Chapter 21

 


Coralie heard the door to her dad's office
shut, as she descended the last step of the staircase. “What's up,
Dad?”

“Umm ... Oh, hey kiddo! ... What do
you mean?” Her father asked, looking as if he were hiding
something.

“Well, Dad, I know you pretty
well...you've got that look...”she said, observantly.

“What look?”

“The look – you know, the I've got
something to say, but I don't know exactly how to say it
look...”

“Oh, right ... that
look...”

“Yeah, that one, so ... spill! What's
on your mind?”

He put his arm around her, walking his
daughter into the kitchen. “More than I could ever express in a
one-hour session, kiddo...”

Katelyn was spooning Chicken Alfredo
out onto plates that sat in front of her. “Dinner's
ready...”

“Smells de-lish, Mom...” She
said grabbing one of the food-filled plates from the countertop.
She walked with her food in hand, into the dining room, taking a
seat at the table. Cal and Katelyn followed her, eyeing each other
with doubting looks.

“So, Dad...” Coralie started, “Are you
going to let us in on your big secret or what?”

“What?” he said, almost choking on his
most recent, un-chewed bite of food.

Katelyn looked at Cal with panicked
and quizzical eyes. She swallowed her food hard. She had no idea
what was about to come out of either of their mouths. Or where this
conversation may be heading.

Were they ready for this? Answering
Coralie’s questions? Telling their daughter the truth?

“What's going on? I've never seen you
this nervous...” Coralie asked her father.

“Umm ... well, kiddo ... I've been,
well actually both of us,” he said, pausing to glance at Katelyn,
“your mother and I, have been ... well, we've been wanting to have
a bit of a chat with you...”

“About what? Is everything okay?” she
questioned, with a slight hint of fear in her voice.

Katelyn eyed Cal, somewhat afraid of
what he was about to say.

“Well, I thought that we, as a family,
could discuss –”

“Dad, if this is about the dreams that
I’ve been having … just forget about it. It’s nothing,
really...”

“Honey, it’s more than
that.”

“Then what, Dad?”

“Well, I thought we may discuss ...
taking a family trip...”

Katelyn let out a loud sigh of breath,
one that she'd obvious been holding. She was confused, relieved and
disappointed all at once. She turned to Cal with questioning
eyes.

“A trip? Where to?” Coralie shrieked
with excited confusion.

“Umm... well I thought we may take a
trip to ...,” he paused, stuttering and stalling, “… well, I was
thinking...”

“Dad...”

“I was thinking … what about Greece?”
Cal finally stammered out, as his eyes met Kate's. Her eyes
widened. 

Greece ... Coralie thought to
herself. Why did that word strike her as oddly
important?

“Greece?” Coralie exclaimed. “Why
Greece?”

“Why not?” Cal countered. “There are
some great histories out there,” Cal started his explanation, still
searching, “and I've wanted to find some time to get some genealogy
research done before my summer internship research group starts.
We’ve got family history there. There are some gorgeous beaches,
great landscape, beautiful architecture ... the opportunities and
benefits are endless. It would be great family time...” He paused,
trying to read her reaction.

“Wouldn't you love to visit Greece ...
again?” Katelyn added, hoping to spike some interest.

“Again … right … funny thing, I don't
remember much of Greece...” Coralie eyes narrowed, but she didn't
dare show her parents. Something was up. She could hear it in their
voices.

“Well, Honey, you were very young ...
and it has been a long time since we've had to travel there. Not
many kids would remember...”

“What about school? I can't just
leave...”

“I'll speak with Nigel in the
morning...”

Coralie turned to her mother for
solace within her confusion. “Mom ... Are you in on this, too? Do
you agree with Dad?”

“Honey, it does seem like a great
opportunity for travel – not many kids your age get to do this kind
of thing,” Katelyn said, playing the guilt card. “Would it really
be so bad to get away with the family for some rest &
relaxation, moreover rest? Something, I believe, that we are all in
dire need of...”

“But what if –”

“What if what
exactly?”

“What if I don't want to … I mean,
what if I don’t want to leave just yet...”

Cal finally spoke again. “Coralie,
this trip is imperative ... I could leave it to you to make a wise,
adult decision, but we just don't have the time...”

“So that's it ... no discussion, no
nothing...”

“No discussion ... Forget waiting
until morning, I'll speak with Nigel tonight and make the
arrangements ... “

“Dad –”

“Coralie, I said 'No Discussion'...”
Then he rose from his chair at the dining table to return to his
office, leaving his plate still half-filled with food.

“Mom –”

“I'm sorry, dear, but you heard your
father –”

“But he's never like this – is he
upset with me? Did I do something wrong?”

“No dear, I think you just better roll
with your father on this one...” Katelyn said, calmly.

“No –” Coralie said, through her
teeth.

“What Honey ... did you say
something?”

“Yes – I said ... No –”

“Coralie –” Katelyn said, with
astonishment.

“No, Mom – I don't know what's going
on with you guys ... you're different ... the both of you are so
different … Something's up – I don't know what, but it's something
... and I'm not leaving the country until I find out just what you
guys are hiding...”she said, pushing her away from the
table.

“Cor –”

“By the way, Mom … my passport says
that I've been to Greece seven times – seven – you would think that
I would remember something ... wouldn't you?” Then she rose from
her seat.

“Coralie, you're right – there is
more, and I can explain –” Katelyn started in
desperation.

Coralie looked at her with aversion.
“What Mom? What could there possibly be to explain ... you’ve been
lying to me...”

“It's just - I don't know ... I mean,
I can't find the right words –” Katelyn stammered.

“Forget it - I've got to get outta
here!”

“Coralie ... wait –” Katelyn called
after her daughter. “Please, Cor ... wait –”

But Coralie was already
running.

She ran through the waving wheat field
beside her house. She could hear Jacques barking after her. But she
couldn't turn around now. Not yet. She needed time to think. Time
to clear her head.

She didn't know where she was going or
how long it would take to get there. She just wanted to run. To get
away. To get as far away from everything as she possibly
could.

Things around her were changing. But
not her parents, too. She needed them. She needed them to be the
same unfailing, supportive parents she had always known.

That was it. She had to go back. She
had to talk to them. She had to tell them everything. About her
dreams. About her memories. And of course, the holes … The holes in
her memories. The holes that disallowed her from evoking her
memories. The holes that prevented her from recalling her
life.

... There's more – I can
explain ...

Coralie allowed her mother's words to
run through her mind again and again. She knew that she
should have let her mother speak. There was more ... what
did her mother mean by more?

Though there were holes in her
memories, it seemed that some things were started to seep through
the cracks. But what was it that could be causing these holes,
these cracks in her mind? If she found out what was causing her to
forget things … if she could just find out what had been causing
these holes ... then maybe, just maybe, she would be able to
remember what the holes were hiding ... and then perhaps, just
maybe, she could get her memories back. Maybe even be able to find
out who she really was ... because as of this moment, Coralie had
no conception to what was and was not reality.

She took a deep breath as she came to
a stop. She was in the woods now. How far had she run? And how
fast?

I have to go back ... she
thought to herself. I have to talk to them. I have to figure out
the truth.

Suddenly, she heard footsteps behind
her. The crackle of the earth beneath them was voluble and
unnerving. She slowly turned to see a dark figure standing in front
of her. The dark figure started to take a step closer, but Coralie
didn't give them a chance. She turned to run, but felt a hard,
heavy hand plant onto her shoulder and pull her backwards against
the darkness.


Chapter 22

 


“Cal, we have to go after her...” Katelyn
screamed at her husband in a panic.

“Where did she go?”

“I don’t know, but we –”

“What happened? She just ran out ...
and you let her?” Cal started.

“What was I to do?”

“I don't know ... here’s a thought
stop her!”

“How? By force? Cal, that's not us!
That's not how we operate! What has come over you? She could get
hurt, Cal!” she shouted back. Then trying to reclaim her poise, she
took a deep breath. “This is all our fault...”

“Kate, settle down ... she will be
okay...” Cal said as he picked up his phone. “Yes,
Court...”

“Mr. Collier, is everything, okay?”
Court asked on the other end of the line.

“Yes, we are all fine...” Cal said,
trying to cover his worried words.

“Not all of you. Coralie - where is
she?” Court asked.

Realizing he could not fool Court, due
to his Gift, Cal backed down. “Court, she has run off. And she was
pretty upset … of course, this, leaving her mother in
shambles...”

“I take it, you guys have had a chance
to chat...”

“Well, sort of ... but that's no
never-mind...”

“So, you didn't tell her?”
Court asked for confirmation, though he already knew the
answer.

“Not exactly, we had not yet gotten to
that part yet, and she got upset and left the house...”

“Unbelievable –”Court said,
disgruntled.

“Court, please set your hard feelings
for me aside. We are very worried about her. Do you have any idea
of where she may have gone?”

Court swallowed his anger. “Yes, Sir –
and I will bring her back safely...” Court said, hanging up the
phone after his last word. He knew just where to find
her.

“Thank you, Courtland –” Cal started
to say, but Court was already gone.

 


* * * * *

 


Coralie fell hard against a tree
trunk. Her body ached. She looked up to see the dark figure coming
toward her again. She jumped up swiftly from the ground, landing on
her feet.

It was dark. But the silhouette coming
toward her was in plain sight. She struck her approaching attacker,
knocking him to the ground. She saw the silhouette return to his
feet, but she swept her leg underneath his feet, knocking him back
down.

She watched as he remained on the
ground, barely moving. Her chest was rising and falling with the
quickness of her breath. She turned and started to walk
away.

Suddenly, she felt a hand grabbed her
ankle.

Coralie expeditiously rotated toward
him. Before he could pull her down, she jerked her ankle out from
the strength of his hand.

Coralie took her stance for a final
bout.

Her eyes met the wildness of his.
Dark, hollow, and empty.

No, wait ... not empty at
all ...

There was something almost familiar in
them.

She tilted her head, studying him.
There was something oddly familiar about this person that lay on
the ground beneath where she stood. “Who are you? Why are you
trying to hurt me?” she sneered at her obvious enemy.

“You really haven't the slightest idea
of who you really are, do you?” the voice said, beginning to move
into a sitting position from his place on the ground, taking
advantage of Coralie's clear curiosity.

“No ... So, why don't you just save us
both a lot of trouble and let me in on the little secret … I mean,
if not, I guess I could just go ahead and finish this ... I tend to
frown upon unfinished business...”

Sounding as if it were rising up from
the pits of hell, he let a loud, rumbling, sickening sound of
bawling laughter escape him. Coralie had heard the same sickening
laughter before.

She saw the silhouette easy himself
from the ground into a standing position with such
gracefulness.

“You're laughing? Why?” Coralie
demanded.

“Finish this...” he mocked,
slowly beginning to walk toward her, “... tend to frown upon
unfinished business...” He had now, casually, backed her into a
large tree trunk. “You sound so much like your
father...”

“How do you know my father?” Coralie
began surveying her surroundings.

“The infamous Callus Collier ... oh,
come on, who doesn’t?”

“What do you know about my father?
Nothing! You know nothing about him, you know nothing about me.”
Coralie said, as she turned slightly, realizing that she had been
backed into the trunk of a tree.

“I know enough,” the man said, slowly
approaching her, “but he’s not important to me ... you are the one
that I’m after...”

“My father ... he’ll find
you...”

“No doubt ... and I’ll be waiting ...
for as for now, I must tend to some...” he paused for a mere
instant, eyeing her, then continued, “light weight
business...”

Coralie glanced at her surroundings.
She had nowhere else to go. Coralie heard the smile spread across
his face when he said the words, “... this will be fun...”


“What exactly?” Coralie questioned,
sounding confident, but stalling the inevitable attack.

He allowed a slight laugh to escape
before his words, “... ending your life...”

Before the panic set in, which she was
expecting, something else swept over her. Something that began to
wash over her like a high tide. Coralie felt this something
rush through her body like it was in her blood, like it was a part
of her. Then, without a trace of the anticipated panic, a swift
smile spread across her lips. “I'd like ... to see ... you ...
try...”

Coralie gave him a taunting wave,
beckoning him to charge her.

 


* * * * *

 


Cal watched his wife pace back and
forth. Katelyn mumbled to herself nervously, searching for some
sense of comfort. This was comfort that should have been coming
from Cal, but he almost felt that he couldn't allow it. Couldn't
allow himself to show the weakness.

When comfort seemed to be lost within
herself indefinitely, Katelyn stopped pacing and turned to look at
Cal. Where words should have been, there was mere silence and
tearful eyes.

“Kate, she'll be fine...”

Katelyn shook her head, allowing tears
to stream down her face. “What if she’s not, Cal? What if
–”

“Kate, listen to me – I know Cor ...
She'll be just fine.”

“But, Cal, she doesn't even – she does
not have the training nor does she have the know-how to be
scurrying off on her own, especially now ... especially since –”
She paused and swallowed hard. “Clearly, you know the reasons
why...”

Cal looked away from her glare. He
knew exactly what she meant. And he knew that she was
right.

“She's starting to figure it out on
her own...”

“How do you know?”

“Cal, you didn't see the look on her
face ... The look of recognition. The recognition of betrayal.
Hurt. Anger. We should have told her. We shouldn't have kept any of
this from her. How will she ever trust us again?”

“Kate, she will … Coralie has a very
trusting, forgiving, and understanding heart.”

“And we, as her parents, have taken
advantage of that … and for that, we are wrong! We are so wrong! We
don't deserve her forgiveness!”

“She will be fine...”

“But without training, without
preparation...”

“Even without training and
preparations, dear … Cor will be fine. Besides Courtland is looking
for her as we speak...”

“If anything happens to her
–”

“Nothing will...”

“You can’t be sure of something like
that...”

“Yes, I can … I have
faith...”

“Cal, this is all our
fault...”

“We've been through
this...”

“No, we should have told her. We
should not have kept this life from her.”

“But, we agreed, it was for her
protection...”

“Talking to her ... telling her the
truth - that should have been our way of protecting her. The
truth - not lies and deception...”

“Kate, it came from a good place,
remember. We said that we didn't want to expose her to the dangers
of this life ... especially since we knew what sort of perils lie
for her out there...”

“I know, but we could have better
equipped her for the emergencies...”

“Kate, we don't even know what she's
capable of yet...”

“You know that she will need
training...”

“Look, first things first, let's get
her home, safe and sound. When she calms down a bit, we will talk
to her and explain everything.”

Katelyn looked at her husband, with
wide hopeful, yet fearful, eyes. “Everything?”

“Yes, everything … then, we will start
penciling in training, okay?”

Katelyn turned around and looked back
through the window into the night. Cal came up behind her, standing
about a head taller than her, and gently put his arms around her,
resting them on her shoulders.

She took a deep breath inward,
allowing air to fill her chest, and then reached up to hugged his
arms with hers. “I just hope that she's okay out there all
alone...”

“She's always protected ... and she's
never alone ... always remember what sort of blood runs through her
veins …

 


* * * * *

 


Coralie ran.

Faster and faster...

Pushing her way through trees,
branches, and brush.

It was dark ...The blackest of all
nights.

She ran as fast as could. She wanted
to put as much distance between herself and the dark figure that
had attacked her as humanly possible.

She continued to run, faster and
faster, knocking limbs and brush way from her path as she
ran.

Coralie began to recall the recent
scene from which she had just left behind. She recalled her
attacker's limp, lifeless body lying on the ground. She remembered
the last powerful blow given to her approaching enemy by her own
hand. She could almost feel his bones cracking beneath her hands
and feet as she replayed the events, again, in her head.

Running faster and faster, dodging
trees and hanging brush away as she ran.

She pushed herself forward. But not
because she was afraid. It wasn't fear that pushed her forward. It
was something else ... something indescribable. It felt like pure
adrenaline being injected into her veins. She felt
alive.

Memories started to fill her mind ...
Real memories.

Memories started to rush through her
mind like roving waters. Shadowed alleys, dark figures, hooded
attackers, monster canines ... more memories flowed in as if
someone had opened up the flood gates.

Something about this night. Something
about her life. It was all falling - yes, falling - falling into
place. Piece by piece, locking into place, creating a bigger
picture.

Suddenly, Coralie became more aware of
her surroundings. She had absentmindedly and hurriedly pushed her
way into the city park.

Lynn Park …

Coralie slowed her pace to a brisk
walk. She looked around and took a deep breath, trying to calm
herself from the continuing flow of adrenaline coursing through her
body.

She scanned her surroundings as she
walked toward the fountain in the middle of the park. She had
always loved the way the park pathways wound around to one meeting
point – the fountain.

Coralie had always felt comfort in the
flowing water. The sounds, the sight, even the smell – the constant
flowing fountain water had an almost drawing power to her. It
seemed to pull her in and hold her in its grasp.

Much like that of the lake … Empyreal
Lake.

With her eyes set on but one
destination, she continued her stride until she was startled by an
abrupt sound. She spun around in the direction of the sound. It had
come from just beyond the trees.

“Who's there?” Coralie asked,
anxiously and fearfully.

Coralie held her breath as a dark
figure stepped out of the shadows, and moved toward her.


Chapter 23

 


“Hello?”

Coralie looked toward the rustling
sound coming from the tree line. “Hello, is anybody
there?”

Coralie’s eyes widened as she watched
a dark figure emerge from the trees.

When the figure stepped forward into
the light, it illuminated his body. The young man seemed to
be around her age, a teenage boy.

Coralie peered intently at the
half-shadowed person. Shadows were cast upon his face. “Hello?” she
said again, not knowing if she really wished the person to
answer.

The boy looked her direction and
stepped further into the light pathway of the park. He was wearing
faded jeans and a worn, dark gray t-shirt that read of some band's
name that she didn't recognize in black letters across the front. A
backpack rested on his back and he was holding a large piece of
paper in his hands. Coralie noticed that he looked as if he were
looking for something or someone ... then suddenly his expression
changed.

“Hey – I mean, Hello...” The boy said,
walking slowly in her direction.

Skeptical of her approacher, Coralie
began to back away. The boy casually raised his hand up, letting
her know that he came peacefully and meant her no harm. “I'm sorry
if I startled you...”

She shook her head to acknowledge him,
but she did not allow words to leave her mouth.

The boy continued, “I know this may
sound crazy – probably looks even crazier ... but I must have
gotten turned around...”

The boy waited for some sort of
response, but Coralie still said nothing, remaining distrustful.
“You see, I went for a hike this afternoon –”

“By yourself???” Coralie blurted
out.

“Oh, she speaks – sorry ... sarcasm –
and for the record … yes, by myself...” “Don't you know Hiking 101?
Rule number one – never hike alone!” Coralie said, pointing out the
obvious.

“I told it would sound crazy ... I'm
just glad you weren't a bear...”the boy said, laughing. “So, I know
by the park benches, I must be in the park, but where exactly will
this take me … I mean, if I follow this path,” he pointed,
continuing his logic questioning, “... where will I end
up?”

Answering a question with a question,
Coralie said, “Well, I guess the better question would be, where
are you trying to get to?” Coralie paused, studying him. The boy
looked innocent enough, pure almost. “Obviously, you must be new to
the city...”

The boy grinned, shyly. “What makes
you think that?”

“Well, anyone who can get lost on a
nature hike in a small town like Thessla, must be a
newbie.”

“Oh, so I take it that you've lived
here a while?”

“Yeah, most all of my life, so I know
my way around ... plus, I've traveled a lot with my parents, so I’m
good with directions, I think...” Coralie said, then paused,
deciding to offer her help, “I could help you get turned in the
right direction, if you would like … but only if you can give me an
idea of where you’re trying to get to.”

The boy stared at her for a moment.
Almost as if he was studying her, trying to place her from
somewhere. Somewhere from which he would know her. The boy
continued to study her for a moment, then he said, “Yeah, right -
sorry...” he continued to struggle to find words, “...Umm, Indian
River...”

“Okay, we’re making progress ... North
or South End?”

“South...” the boy said, still
studying the girl that stood before him.

“Well, you're in luck...”Coralie said
with a friendly smile, “... if you take this path here,” she
continued as she pointed in the direction of the park path, “... it
will wrap you around to the south side of the park. You should see
a road directly facing the front of the entry hedge, Elk Avenue.
Take Elk Avenue to South Rose, then take a left. This will put you
on South Rose. South Rose will lead you right to the south end of
Indian River.”

“Wow! What a tour guide ... You sure
you don't do this for a living?”

“Yes, I'm sure...” Coralie answered
with a smile.

“Hey, thanks …,” the boy said,
stepping closer to her, with an outstretched hand for what looked
like preparation for a friendly grasp.

Coralie was reluctant at first, but
when the boy continued to speak, her reluctances eased. “I don't
think I caught your name...”

Coralie noticed as his eyes caught a
flicker of light from the park path light. His eyes sparkled a
brilliant, bright, almost translucent blue. “Coralie,” she
answered.

“Well, it is certainly nice to meet
you, Coralie ... I'm Alex.” He shook her hand with slowed ease, his
eyes never leaving hers. “If it weren't for you, I'd probably still
be wandering aimlessly out here ... by the way, what were you doing
out here all by yourself, anyway?”

“Just taking a walk, clearing my
head...” Coralie answered, shyly, thinking of her parents and how
they must be worried. She suddenly felt a wave of guilt for leaving
her parents to worry about her safety.

“Alone???” Alex asked,
lightheartedly.

“Yes, hypocritically speaking...”
Coralie said, admittedly.

“Not very safe, out here all alone,
you know ... What if I'd been a bear?” Alex said
smiling.

“Thankfully, neither of us are of a
bear heritage...”Coralie said, matter-of-factly.

“Yeah, that could have been an awkward
encounter ... aren't bears territorial?”

She shrugged with a smile crossing her
lips. “Most, or maybe some, I think ... I don’t know...”

Returning her smile, Alex said, “Well,
I must be on my way ... thanks again...”

“Glad I could help...”

Alex turned in the direction of the
right path, but without taking the first step, swiftly turned
around. “Hey, Coralie?”

“Yes, Alex?”

“Be safe out there ... alone. You
never know who may be out there, watching you...”

“Okay, thanks. I will. Take care,
Alex.” She said, taking a seat at the fountain, as she watched him
take the winding path leading through the park and then disappear
over the hill.

“Coralie???” She heard her name called
out from behind her. She turned to the sound of her
name.

“Court?” Coralie answered his familiar
voice.

He rushed up to her, took her hands,
and pulled her from her seat. He lifted her straight up into his
embrace. “Are you okay?” he asked, as he studied her, looking her
over and then into her eyes.

“Yes, I'm fine. How did you know where
to find me?”

“When you took off, your parents
called me...” he paused, “And I believe, I recall you saying
something about this place being your thinking
place...”

“You were listening...”

“Of course I was
listening...”

“I still like yours better...” she
said, admittingly.

He smiled, then said, “I think it's
time we get you home ... your parents –”

“My parents - oh my gosh – my parents
… I know they must be furious with me...”

“Worried, yes … but I think furious is
highly unlikely...” he said, reaching for her hand. “Come on, my
bike's this way...”

“Your bike? Is this some sort of
punishment?” she asked, causing Court to smile. “There are lighter
punishments, you know ... have you ever heard of a warning for
first time offenders, a slap on the wrist, even...”

Court let out his ever so handsome,
bellowing laugh. “Maybe this will cure you of being a repeat
offender ... let's go, Runaway...”

Coralie took his hand, following him
to the east side edge of the park.

She sighed. Coralie knew that she had
to talk to her parents. She felt so bad for the way she had left.
She shouldn't have done that. She should have, for at least her
mother's sake, taken Jacques.

But now, that was neither here nor
there.

She couldn't change things in the
past. Even the most recent. She couldn't change how she had left.
But there was something she could do. She could finally have her
parents tell her the truth. The truth about her life. The truth
about who she was.

Coralie felt justly and genuinely
ready to hear the veracity of her existence. And it was the
excitement of this fact that pushed her forward.

 


* * * * *

 


As Alex topped the hill of the south
pathway, he was startled by a familiar figure standing before
him.

“Alexander,” a voice said.

“Yes, Sir...” Alex answered
obediently.

“You have taken a grave risk, showing
yourself to her.”

“But Cal –”Alex started.

“Alexander, you have an obligation to
uphold as a Protector. Not just any Protector, her
Protector. This is my daughter we're talking about. You are
supposed to protect her, no matter what.”

“I am, Sir – “Alex
interjected.

“From afar –” Cal added. “You
shouldn't have allowed her to have contact with you...”

“Sir, what if I wanted her to...” Alex
said, questioning not only Cal, but centuries of Protector
regulations. “... what if I wanted to be seen by her?”

Cal interrupted his words. “It makes
no difference. You have a specific and important position to
uphold.”

Alex replied. “Yes, Sir, I do ... I am
very aware of my position. But honestly, I cannot truly protect
your daughter from such a far distance.”

“Why such the sudden
change?”

“No sudden changes. I just wish to
protect your daughter more closely.”

“Alexander, you must understand, this
position is only as permanent as I allow, you could be stripped of
your duties.” Cal explained intensely.

“Would that be so bad?” Alex blurted
out before he could stop the words from fleeing his
lips.

“You don't mean that! I know you,
Alexander – I know that being a Warrior means more to you than
that. I know that she means more to you than
that.”

“She does –” Alex said, with agreeing
words. Coralie meant the world to him.

He had been assigned as her Protector
for as long as he could remember. Anything beforehand, was
meaningless to him. He had watched over her for the most part of
the entirety of her existence. He couldn't imagine what it would be
like to not see her every day.

Just once, he wished he could be with
her without the duty of protection hanging over their
heads.

Just once, he wished that he didn't
have to follow all of the rules.

Just once, he wished that she could
see him for who he is ... not as just some random guy she bumped
into in the park. Someone who's real. Not a backdrop.

“Well, you have already crossed a line
that can't be uncrossed, Alexander, your stealth cover has been
compromised ... this is something you can't fix, you can't take it
back ... she has seen you and she knows who you are...” Cal paused,
thinking of how harsh his words must sound. He lightened his tone
and continued. “What's done is done ... I trusted you, Alexander, I
have trusted you with Coralie's life ... there are others out there
who would endure anything to be in your position...”

With a hint of disgruntled sarcasm,
Alex said, “Yeah, bet I could name one, in particular, right off
hand...”

“You cannot allow indifference to get
in the way of your duties...” Cal added, nonchalantly to Alex's
previous sarcastic comment.

Agreeing, Alex remarked, “You are
right, Sir ... but if I may ... yes, your daughter knows me, but
not as the real me ... she doesn't know that I am a Warrior, that I
am a Protector, that I am her Protector, even ... maybe
being a friend to her could bring me closer to her so that my
duties –”

“Alexander, no...”

“What's the harm in protecting her a
little more closely?”

“What if, say that you continue on
this path, hanging out with my daughter, finding her friendship ...
what if she finds out that you are a Warrior?”

“So, what if she find out?”

“How would you explain? Don't you
think that any relationship you have formed with her will diminish
once she finds out? She will feel betrayed.”

“Something you know about
firsthand?”

“Alexander, this matter concerns
you...”

“Well, then I will just have to
explain to her...”

“Forget it, it would never be a
possibility ... you can’t mix friendships and your duties as a
Warrior.”

“Why not? Were you and Chamm not
friends? Were you and my grandfather not friends?”

“Well, of course, we
were...”

“What better of a duty than to be a
Protector of a close friend?”

“Well, I guess you could be right …
it’s not completely unheard of...”

“Exactly, and soon, Coralie will know
all about her heritage and lineage...”

“Alexander, we have decided to tell
her tonight. Our alternate methods of sheltering her from this life
have faded, diminished. Memories are seeping through the
cracks.”

“Yes, Sir … it seems as
so...”

“We knew that these types of methods
could not last forever. We've been expecting it...” He paused to
take a deep breath and said in a low voice, “Madame Marisse warned
us of this...” He hung his head low with these words, ashamed to
speak them. After a moment full of thoughts of his daughter, he
sighed deep, then continued in a louder tone, “ ... So, by the
morning light, she will know everything ... Coralie will know the
truth about who she really is.” Cal concluded.

With a grin spreading across his face,
Alex said, “Now, Sir, that is the best news that I've heard all
night.”

“Alexander, I trust you as her
Protector ... my daughter is very important to me...”

“She is important to me as well, Sir
–”

“Don't mess this up ... and don't
forget your position –” Cal stated in a respecting, demanding tone,
one of which only a leader could get away with.

“I won't, Sir –” Alex
obliged.

“Alexander, one other thing ... I know
how you feel about her,” Cal said, reading him, “but please know,
that she has feelings for Courtland Cumberlin...”

“I am aware of this, Sir –” Alex
confirmed, trying to hide his indignant.

“This is not the time to try to
complicate things any further ... do not try to confuse her – know
your place, know your position. You are here to protect her ... her
protection is your only concern. Do you understand?” Cal's demeanor
displayed harsh petition, respectfully. A trait that he had
received from his father. Coralie had this same trait. This thought
made him smile inside, underneath the hard layers.

“Yes, Sir –” Alex answered
respectfully, “Coralie is and will always be my only
concern.”

“Very good, Alexander,” Cal said,
turning to walk in the direction from which he had come.

“Yes, Sir.” Alex said, as Cal walked
away.

Then he turned back just in time to
watch the sole purpose for his existence walk in the opposite
direction with someone other than himself. His chest felt heavy. He
wanted to be next to her. But instead, he waited.

Alex waited until he was certain that
Coralie could longer see him, and then he started in their
direction.


Chapter 24

 


“Mom? ... Dad? I'm home...” Coralie called out,
as she entered the front door, Court trailing close behind
her.

“Coralie?” Katelyn answered, running
toward her daughter from the family room. “Coralie, here, honey,
I'm right here.”

“Where is Dad?” Coralie asked
nervously in his absence.

“Your Dad will be back soon,” Katelyn
paused to glance at Courtland. “He had to check on a situation.”
Katelyn hugged her daughter tight in her arms, then she quickly
spoke again, distracting Coralie from previous words. “Oh, honey, I
was so worried.”

“I know, Mom ... I am so sorry that I
ran out like I did … I was wrong, so wrong ... “ Coralie said,
returning her mother's hug.

“No, honey ... it's not your fault...”
Katelyn said, admittedly.

“Yes, Mom, it is ... I shouldn't have
gotten so angry ... it's just that –”

“We know...” her father's voice said,
coming from the open door behind them. The sound caused the three
of them to turn in his direction.

“Dad –” Coralie started.

Cal continued. “We know that you have
been experiencing some things that have been questionable in your
eyes. And yes, you have every right to question, as well as every
right to be upset with us.” Then he paused, taking a deep breath,
as if it pained him to say the words that were about to come from
his mouth. “Please take these words that I am about say with
forgiveness in your heart. And especially for your mother's sake, I
wish you would take our motives into consideration...”

This last statement left Coralie
standing in a confused state.

“I think this would be my cue to
leave,” Court spoke up, excusing himself politely.

“No … please stay!” Coralie expressed
desperately. She could not bear the thought of him not being by her
side. Especially now. She needed his provision. She needed his
encouragement. She needed him.

Coralie could feel the truth coming.
Finally. Something that had been long awaited. Though she had
longed for this moment – this time of truth – she feared it, as
well.

Court looked to Cal and Katelyn for
their granting. “You are welcome to stay, Courtland, if you
wish...” Cal said, with an uneasy, sternness to his
voice.

Court knew he would be able to listen
to the conversation through his connection with Coralie, but to be
present would at least give her peace and ease of mind. That's what
he cared about most. So he nodded in agreement, and took hold of
Coralie's hand, giving it a slight squeeze, relaying
comfort.

Cal and Katelyn made their way into
the family den, exchanging but mere glances. Not daring to say a
word, most in part because of Coralie’s questioning eyes. Court and
Coralie followed them in silence.

Once the four of them were in the
room, Cal was the first to speak. “Coralie, there are some things
that you should know...” He paused for a moment. Long enough to
give his wife a quick glance for reassurance. When she nodded, he
continued. “Cor, I almost don't know where to start. Imagine that …
me, Cal Collier, at a loss for words.”

“Dad, just spill it. If there's
something that I need to know - I mean, if there's something that
you need to say ... Please Dad, just –” Coralie cut her words off
before she lost her composure, then continued as her equanimity
resumed. “Just tell me...”

She felt the slight pressure of a
squeeze of her hand. She knew the comforting gesture came from
Court. But she couldn't turn her eyes away from the faces of her
parents.

Coralie acknowledged that whatever
this was – whatever the announcement, whatever the outcome,
whatever the truth – she had to know. She had to know the
truth.

“Cor – maybe we should start from the
beginning...”

Coralie sat in silence, awaiting the
truth that had for so long been hers to hold.

 


* * * * *

 


Buzz. Buzz.

Xavier looked all around himself. He
retrieved the buzzing phone from his pocket, and he answered.
“Hello?”

“Xavier, I must have a word with
you...” a familiar voice said.

“I can't talk now.”

“But we need to discuss some things
–”

“I do not have the time.”

“Well, then you must make time!” The
voice snapped on the other end of the line.

This tone took caught Xavier's
attention. “You've got exactly sixty seconds … Go...”

“Now that's no way to speak to
–”

“Fifty-Five...”

“Well, you will be very pleased at the
information that I hold for you. Are you certain that sixty seconds
is all you have to spare?” the voice questioned, trying to entice
his desire to listen closely to his following words.

“Thirty–seven...”

“Okay, if you insist … I'll keep it
short. Plans have changed. But only just slightly.”

“What has changed?”

“Well, you may have to stick around
awhile ... but only a short while.”

“I had no intention of leaving. Not
until another move is made. It's like the game of chess, Sir. As
soon as they make their move, I will then make mine ... but not
until...”

“Very good … I will notify you if I
have any further information.”

“That won't be necessary.” Xavier said
with confidence.

There was a huff in amusement. “You
may not think as much, but you need me more than you think you do,
young man.” Another huff escaped him. This time irritation was
mixed in with his fading amusement. “You remind me of someone I
once knew...”

“Is that so?” Xavier said, allowing a
huff of his own to escape his breath. “Maybe you should introduce
us sometime...”

“Oh, young Xavier ... though I admire
that impeccably, brilliant wit of yours, I must say, you need to be
more observant to those around you –”

“What are you mumbling about?” Xavier
asked, becoming more irritated by the moment.

“Funny thing, young Xavier...” the
voice said with just a hint of amusement.

“What's that?” Xavier questioned,
keeping his sarcastic tone.

“How small this big, big world is ...
You see, we find ourselves crossing paths with those around us, but
never really seem to take notice ... you will have specific
instructions very soon –” the voice said, this time in a more
unyielding manner.

“Can't wait –” Xavier said under his
breath, just low enough to ensure difficulty in hearing by the
common ear.

“Oh … and young Xavier?”

“Yes?” Xavier answered, trying to hide
his irritation.

“You may want to pack an overnight
bag, along with some of your personal things.”

“For what reason?”

With amusement still underlying in his
tone, the voice on the other end of the line spoke. “I have a grand
feeling that you may be taking a trip very soon...”

“But you just said that plans have
changed –”

“Yes, as of now … but sometimes change
is good. Especially this kind of change in
plans...”

“And what kind of change in plans are
we talking about?”

The voice allowed a muffled laugh to
escape him, but for only a moment. “The kind that guarantees to
play out in our favor...”

Taking a deep breath, Xavier backed
down from his previous assured arrogance. Without another word he
knew what was coming. Maybe it was lacking in details, but the big
picture was crystal clear. It would not be long before he had his
chance. A chance to prove himself – his true self ... something
that he would not allow himself to fail at ... even when,
especially when, he would be face to face with those who caused all
of this.

This was something that he could not
let go ... The reasoning nor the excuses mattered.

“Do you understand?” the voice of the
man on the other end of the line asked him, sternly.

“I do, Sir...” Xavier said, allowing
his voice to sound defeated.

“Very well, then – I will contact you
soon.”

This was the last thing Xavier heard
before the call ended and the line was silent. Xavier suddenly
realized how alone he was, in the dark night. He sighed and shoved
the phone in his pocket. Then turned in the direction of his next
destination and began to walk pushing through a few muscle aches
due to a recent encounter with an adversary.

 


* * * * *

 


“Okay, so ... where do we
start?” Cal began, hesitantly searching for words. He took a deep
breath, just before allowing words to escape his lips. “Coralie,
honey, you know that your mom and I ... we love you ... you do know
that, don't you?”

Unable to muster up the words, Coralie
just shook her head. Fear, questions, and confusion hovered in the
air.

“Let me just get this out in the open
... we never meant to hurt you or lie to you...” Cal continued. “We
were only trying to protect you...”

“By lying to me...” Coralie said,
quietly. Her chest felt heavy with hurt.

“Protecting you...” Cal reiterated,
with a calming tone of voice, hoping to comfort his daughter.
“There's just so much that you do not know ... and it's our fault
entirely. But it is time ... Both your mom and I know that it is
time to let you in on the real you ... to let you know who you
really are...”

“Who am I, Dad? I know that I am
different ... and I want the truth ... Please tell me ... who am I
really?” Coralie pleaded to her parents.

“Let's start with the family tree –”
Cal started, “Coralie, do you know how you got your
name?”

“My name?” Coralie questioned. “What
does that have to do with anything?”

Cal had made his way over to a set of
large bookshelves that lined the wall of the family room. He pulled
a book from one of the many shelves of the bookcase. It was tan and
tattered, like it had been passed down through centuries. “Yes, you
are right ... it is very old, passed down from our ancestors.” Cal
said, answering his daughter's unspoken question, without looking
her in the eyes, as if he’d just read her mind. “Coralie, you are
very special ... there are things, things about our heritage, that
you just don't know.”

“We were afraid that you wouldn't
understand...” Katelyn added.

“So, what's so different than what I
already know,” Coralie asked, “... what about us, about me, is so
dissimilar and special?”

“Coralie, a long time ago ...
generations and generations have passed ... There was once a man …
a very strong, loyal, and great man … his name was Corus. Corus
Collier.”

“And this is an ancestor of ours?”
Coralie questioned.

“Yes. He was so great, that he was
chosen by an Angel...”

“An Angel...” Coralie repeated, with
question in her voice.

“Yes, an Angel of Warriors – you see,
Corus was a Warrior. A great, strong, resilient, young Warrior. He
fought in many battles protecting those who are good, combating for
things that were pure and worthy. The Angel of Warriors,
Mikael, chose Corus to lead his army, an Army of
Empyreal Warriors...”

“Empyreal Warriors?”

“Yes – Warriors of
Angels...”

“So, these Warriors would just
go around fighting bad guys because an Angel told him to do
so...”

“Not exactly...”

“Why this Corus guy? Why
him?”

“Corus was already a great Warrior –
but his heart, his heart was pure. He only sought out good. So,
Mikael chose Corus in order for him to become an even
greater Warrior – to combat with evil for the outcome of good.
Mikael blessed Corus with his own blood – the blood of an
Angel.”

“The blood of an Angel...” Coralie
repeated her father's words.

“Yes. Mikael blessed Corus with
his blood so that Corus would have it running through his
veins. This was meant to strengthen him, to give him defeating
power against enemies, those who are of evil ways.”

“So, what about this Army you were
talking about - this Army of Empyreal Warriors? How did it come
together? Did this Angel hand pick them, too?”

“Mikael. The Angel is
known as Mikael. So, along with his blessing upon him, Corus
was asked to choose an army to fight alongside of him. He was to
choose seven men...”

“Seven?” Coralie asked, shocked at the
small number in correlation to a typical army. “So, you're telling
me that this guy was given a blessing by an Angel to create a
Blessed Army and he only chose seven men to fight alongside
him?”

“Yes, that is all that he needed, with
the Blessing of the Angel, Corus chose his men. Oscar Tolie, Jude
Jemson, Johnas Corteis, Demetrius Norewood, Antoni Talmedge, Marcel
Cumberlin, and Alexander Dovelle...” Cal paused at the sight of her
eyebrows perking at the sound of familiarity. The names ...
“Do you recognize any of those names?”

“Yeah –” Coralie said, looking at her
parents, then at Court who was still sitting next to her. Court
shyly grinned at her, trying not to point out her sudden
awareness.

“So, this army began to fight in
battles. Defeating army after army. Consisting of hundreds,
sometimes thousands of men.” Cal sustained his story. “Coralie, you
were named after this Great Ancestor of ours ... between Corus
Collier and your mother's side of the family...”

“Tolie … Oscar Tolie,” Katelyn quickly
pointed out, “was the first First Appointed Empyreal Warrior by
Corus himself.”

Her parents stared at her through a
few moments of confused, awkward silence.

Court finally spoke, reading her
confusion. “Coralie, you still don't understand, do
you?”

Reluctantly, Coralie shook her head.
“Not exactly...”

Cal knelt down to her. “Coralie,
honey, you are a Direct Descendent ... a Direct Descendent from
Corus Collier. You are a Natural-born Empyreal Warrior.”

Coralie had questioning eyes. Cal
answered her questions without another hesitation. “I am also a
Direct Descendent. And your mom is a Descendent from a Warrior, as
well. An Appointed Warrior.”

“First Appointed, dear –” Katelyn
interjected quickly.

Obliging, Cal confirmed, “Yes, honey,
First Appointed...”

Coralie turned to Court. “And you? Are
you -?”

Court nodded, sanctioning her
assumptions.

Coralie continued, knowing she would
never be able to get all the answers she wanted as hastily as she
desired. The only question she was able to stammer from her lips
was, “So, all of this – it's all real? How come I never knew
... I mean, how come I’ve never known this part of my life to
exist?”

This was the moment that her parents
had been dreading. Both Katelyn and Cal stared at each other.
Neither of them wanted to tell this part of her truth, rather this
part of their truth. Neither of them wanted to tell their
daughter the reason why she could not recall her own
reality.

But as long as confessions were being
made ... Cal took a deep breath and proceeded with the truth.
“Coralie, your mother and I have tried to protect you all of these
years. And it's not something that we are proud of...” He paused to
gather his thoughts, cautiously trying to choose his words wisely.
“We've been erasing your memories … an old family friend has been
aiding us for the majority, if not the entirety, of your
life.”

“To erase my memories … you guys have
been the ones doing this to me ... even after watching me, after
seeing how hard it has been for me, not being able to remember
anything ... I haven't been able to remember the bigger portion of
my life ... and it’s been you two all along...”

“But it was –”

“For my protection ... that's your
excuse? My life, for all practical purposes, doesn't even exist to
me...”

“But, you see, it wasn't until just
recently that we … we knew the time would come someday when we
would have to tell you, but we were hoping for –” Katelyn paused
from speaking in their defense.

“For what?”

“I don't know … we just weren't for
certain on how to deal with the situation at hand...”

“And what situation was that?” Coralie
asked defensively.

“You –” Cal spoke up.

Coralie looked at her father with
painful eyes. How could he say such a thing?

“Because it's true ... there's more to
this story than just what you are ... there's also the
matter of who you are...” Cal paused, swallowing what seemed
like a ball of hurt, pain, and anger. “There are pieces to this
puzzle that we have been sliding around for years, trying to figure
it out … and it seems almost impossible, but here you
are.”

Coralie stood in confusion. The pain
of knowing the truth was now running a close second to not knowing
at all.

“Coralie, there are things that you
are completely unaware of, that you will learn in due time – rules,
expectations, consequences, Rogue Empyreal Warriors, even. But
this … this is very important. You are a Direct Descendent
of Corus Collier, the Blood of the Angel courses through your
veins. You have more power than you realize. More than any of us
knew could even be possible. None of us knew that you were
possible ... much less, what you would be capable of...”

“I'm not following...” Coralie said,
with fear rising in her throat.

“We always knew you would be special
…. and you are special - you see, according to our Laws
–”

“Laws?” Coralie questioned.

“Yes, Empyreal Warriors have their own
set of Laws, standards...” Cal answered, and then continued,
“According to the Empyreal Laws, Direct Descendants were all
aligned as boys...”

“Then I came along?”

“Yes, but it's not that simple ... you
see, Direct Descendants are supposed to be able to produced only
one offspring, supposedly a boy, per generation – this keeping the
direct descendant blood line pure.”

Cal looked at Katelyn, cueing her to
pick up where he left off. “We were expecting to only have one
child ... but surprising we were Blessed with … two
...

“What? Two? You guys have another
child?” Coralie blurted out in astonishment. “I have a brother or
sister?”

“Technically, yes … We had the two of
you. You were part of a set of twins...”

“I have a brother or a sister ... You
mean, I have a sibling?”

“We are so sorry that we hid this from
you, but we did it especially because we thought it may be too
painful for you...”

“I can’t believe this...”

“Believe it - it's the truth. You have
a brother...”

“I have a brother!!!” Coralie
exclaimed. She didn't know if it was the excitement of the
invaluable information about her life or the anger of not knowing
for so long.

“Or rather … had a
brother...”

With tearful eyes, she searched for
answers. “So, what happened? Where is he? Where is my
brother?”

With sad eyes, Katelyn turned away,
leaving Cal to continue the explanation. “Coralie, this was a very
hard time for us, your mother and I. Your brother’s name was Cole.”
He paused, trying not to show the pain creasing his brow. “If you
recall, I had just mentioned some things that you will learn about
as you begin your life as an Empyreal Warrior … one of those being
a Rogue Warrior. Over the past generations, there have been a few
Warriors that have gotten a little ... lost ... and they
decide to leave the Warrior-hood. This sometimes results in simply
the Warrior leaving the Warrior life to live a normal life, leaving
their Warrior responsibilities behind. Most often this is the case.
But there are also some very different situations that may
occasionally arise. There are some times when this, leaving of the
Warrior-hood, results in a Warrior turning against their
Brothers,” Cal looked into his daughter's imploring eyes.
“So, this happens to be a result that your mother and I had the
unfortunate circumstance of being familiar with...”

“A Rogue Warrior?”

Cal nodded, continuing, “Yes – Xander
Dovelle. He was one my very best friends ... and a Descendant from
one of the First Appointed. I trusted him. But I had something that
he didn't –”

“What?” Coralie asked.

“Me...” Katelyn said, painfully
through tears rolling down her cheeks.

“Your mother and I were in love and
there was nothing that he could do to change her mind ... He was
jealous. There had been rumor amongst the Warriors that Legends
told of an empowered Empyreal Warrior. This Warrior was to be the
Great Warrior.” Cal explained, “All Xander saw was what power he
could have if the Great Warrior was his.” 

“His? What is that supposed to mean?”
Coralie wondered aloud, not realizing her words were
spoken.

“We didn't even know for certain if
any of Legends were true. Nor did we think anyone else did. It's
just words in a book, right? But Xander formulated his own
theories.” Katelyn explained.

“Theories that involve me?” Coralie
asked, not knowing if she really wanted the answer.

“Well, not you at the time. Any
child sprung from your mother and I would have done just fine in
his eyes.” Cal said, with a hint of angry sarcasm underlying in his
tone. “This Great Warrior was to come from a Direct Descendant, of
course, and a Descendant of a First Appointed. That's all Xander
needed to hear.”

“But, that doesn’t make any sense. If
Xander wanted you, Mom, and wanted the Great Warrior, then what was
his plan? Obviously, it could never work.”

“Xander didn’t want to hear of such
nonsense. He truly believed that if he could win your
mother’s heart, to steal her away, that the Great Warrior would
rightfully be his.”

“But, it’s still
impossible.”

“There was always Plan B in Xander’s
mind’s eye.”

“And what was that?”

“If he couldn’t steal your mother’s
heart...”

“Then he could try to steal the Great
Warrior, itself...”

“Right...”

“Meaning that he would try to steal
me...”

“Well, one of you, at least. But we
have never been sure just which one of you was supposed to uphold
the Great Warrior position.”

“So, you mean – wait, let me try to
process this ... you’re saying that I could be the Great
Warrior.”

“Well, according to Legends
–”

“Legends...”

Cal picked up at the edge of her
confusion. “The Keeper of The Great Book is the only one who truly
knows what the Legends say. The Keeper is the one who can translate
these Legends and Lessons for Warriors. All of the answers we seek
can all be found in the Great Book.”

“So, who is this Keeper of The Great
Book?”

Cal held a book in his hands. He put
the book in is daughter's hands, and looked into her eyes. “The
Keeper's position is mine, but only until you take the
responsibility all your own.”

“You?!?! And then Me?!?! I will be the
Keeper of the Great Book?!?!”

“Among other things, yes, once you
take the responsibility,” Cal answered.

“So, what if it’s not mine to take?
Where is Cole? What happened to him?” Coralie enquired,
desperately.

“Xander took him –” Katelyn said,
quietly.

“Took him? What do you mean? He just
walked in one day and stole him?” Coralie probed, frantically. “How
could that happen?”

“That’s a story in itself...” Cal
said, warningly.

“Please Dad, I have to know.” Coralie
pleaded.

Cal looked at his wife, silently asked
for consent, and then upon receipt of it, began his
story.

Xander had been acting
weird for a couple of days, after the two of you were born ... he
had not even been by to see the two of you yet.

We were worried about him.
He had been acting so differently. Our feelings were actually hurt
that he had not made it a point to come by before then.

One day, he came by; we
had already come home from the hospital. We were just getting
settled in. We invited him in, but something didn't seem right
about his actions.

“Xander?” I questioned,
surprised, opening the door. “What are you doing here at this
hour?”

Xander stood almost
silent. He stared past me toward your mother and the baby that she
held in her arms.

Your mother questioned him
next. “Xander? Is everything alright? You don't look so
well.”

Xander remained silent,
not speaking a word, staring straight at the baby sleeping softly
in its mother's arms.

“Xander? You're scaring
me. Do you need help, do you feel sick? Let us call
someone.”

“Kate, it's okay. Xander,
I'm going to ask you once more ... what are you doing here at this
hour?”

“Just came to meet the new
edition to the family...”

“Well, we appreciate the
gesture Xander, but it is very late. Why don't you come back
tomorrow?”

Xander was expressionless.
“Gladly,” then turned and walked out of the door.

The next day just as
surely as he sounded when he answered, Xander held true to his
agreement.

I had gone into town to
run an errand.

The doorbell rang.
Reluctantly, your mother answered it. With the same crazed look in
his eyes, Xander stood in the doorway. “Good Morning,
Kate.”

“Good Morning, Xander. I'm
sorry, but it's sort of bad timing. I just put -”

“Oh, I have no intention
on staying long,” Xander said, pushing his way through the
door.

“Well, I'm certain that it
would make for a better visit if you could come back another time.
Maybe when Cal is home.”

“Oh, no nevermind.
Anytime's a good time to visit with my child...”

Xander's words cut through
your mother like a knife. “What did you just say? Xander, what are
you talking about?”

“Oh, Kate – don't be
thoughtless! This was supposed to be our child - you know
this!”

“Xander, you have no idea
what you are saying! I think you have gone mad!”

“I have to make things
right.”

“Xander, this has nothing
to do with you. We were never meant to be together. I love Cal. I
thought you understood. We could never be...”

Acting as if he hadn't
heard her, Xander continued, “I have to realign what was meant to
be. You and I, and the child - The Great Warrior...”

“But Xander, you don’t
understand … We could never, I could never –”

Xander shouted, startling
your mother and the baby in the basinet next to her. “Silence
–”

Your mother leaned over
the basinet to pick up the crying baby, when suddenly, Xander
scooped the baby from the grasp of her arms. “Shhhh - It's okay,
Daddy's here...”

“No, Xander! You could
never be -”

“I'm just collecting what
should be mine. And since I can't have you, I am sure that Cal will
understand...”

“No, Xander – you
can't...” Your mother pleaded with the man, of whom she had known
for most of her life. Yet he was seemingly unrecognizable to
her.

Xander fled the front
door, and escaped out into the night, with baby in tow, with your
mother calling after him.

When I returned home, I
found your mother in an inconsolable heap on the floor, crying and
clutching to the baby in her arms. The baby was you, Coralie.
Xander had taken the only Collier Baby that he had known to exist.
He had not known that we had been Blessed with the two of you -
with our twins, our miracle. He had only seen the one baby with
her. And he took what he thought was the only chance at our
producing a Direct Descendant.

He was wrong.

“Oh, Mom, Dad … I am so
sorry.”

Cal explained his painful words. “It
was a very difficult time for the both of us, but we still had you.
We knew that it wouldn’t be long before Xander found out about you.
We knew that we had to protect you.”

“So, what happened next? Did you look
for him? Did you find him? Did you find my brother?” Coralie
asked.

“We've come close a few times, but
we're not exactly for sure. But that's what brings us up to
today.”

“What do you mean?”

“Someone seems to be after you,
Coralie. We have done our best to protect you from this life ...
but it seems that this life has sought you out and found you.
Coralie, there's a possibility that Xander is after you,
now.”

“After all this time? Why me? Why
now?”

“Because you hold great power,
Coralie. You seemingly appear to be the prophetic Great Warrior.
The One that The Great Book talks about. My daughter, perhaps, you
are the foretold Empyreal Warrior Heroine.”

Coralie's eyes widened. She got up and
walked over to the large bay window, across the family room from
where she sat. Confusion, fear, and finally realization washed over
her.

This was real.

This was her life.

Her realization. Her
reality.

Coralie looked up at the dark sky.
Could she really take on the world?

Staring into the darkness, she
suddenly caught a glimpse of a dark figure standing amongst the
blond, dying wheat grass. She felt the figure staring at her.
Reading her.

All of the confusion and fear, started
to fall away from herself.

She allowed the words to filter
through her once more. Could she really take on the world? Instead
of allowing realization to onset more fear, Coralie allowed a
determined smile to spread across her face, answering herself
…Yes.

Coralie could take on the world, and
she would. She knew, now, that she could take on the world
and win.

This was her life.

This was her reality.

This is what she was born to
do.


Chapter 25

 


Alex saw the silhouette move in the moonlight.
Just slightly. No major movements in the darkness. Only something
he would notice. He stealthily crept closer to the dark, though
almost invisible, silhouette underneath the moonlight.

“I knew that you would come...” a
voice said, breaking the silence in the open wheat
field.

Startled, but composed, Alex asked in
an arduous tone, “Who are you?”

“I guess I could start by asking you
the same question, but I already know who you are...”

“You are a Watcher. Why are you
here?”

“We all have our detailed duties. We
all have our specific missions to complete, don’t we?”

“Why are you after her?” Alex
demanded. “She means nothing to you!”

“I have my reasons...”

And with those words, he allowed anger
to overcome him, and he swiftly and strongly charged the
silhouette, slamming his own body directly into him. When
the two came to a friction-ness stop, Alex shouted, “Who sent you?”
Alex could see the whites of his teeth gleaming in the
moonlight.

Smiling, the young man said, “You
stupid infantile! I know who she is ... as well as what that
means.” He paused, allowing a slight chuckle to pass through his
throat, as he shoved Alex away from him, effortlessly. He hopped to
his feet with ease, continuing his end of the conversation. “As far
as 'who sent me?', now ... I can't give up all my tricks in one
show, can I? I mean, what would keep you coming back for more?
Speaking of coming back...”

“You will NOT be coming back!” Alex
growled in anger.

“Oh yes, it is certain that I will
return, just as it is certain that I will run into you again, yes?
But so be it – Don't be alarmed,” the Watcher said, with a pause,
taking a moment to glance back in the direction of the Collier
house. “I just came for the show … the reveal, the
big unveil. Though I have to say, it was quite the
letdown. Not quite a two thumbs up. But I've got to give some
credit for the intensity underneath the layers ... though, I have
to admit, I was expecting water-works.”

Alex permitted, seemingly against his
will, his rage to overcome him again. So, he charged the Watcher
once more, slamming him again into the earth. This time, though,
Alex did not have a good grip on his opponent, and the young man
rolled quickly to his feet.

“Like I said before,” the Watcher
said, brushing himself off, “I only came for the show, not to fight
anyone.” He looked at Alex nonchalant and said sarcastically, “I
intend to go now ... that's a warning, in case you felt the need to
pounce on me again as I'm leaving...”

Alex gritted his words through his
teeth. “If you do as you say and you do decide to return – it is
true – you will meet me again. Only this time, I won't be so
nice...”

“Wow,” the Watcher said, favoring his
head, “... that was you being nice, huh?”

Alex shook his head
tauntingly.

“Well, then, I look forward to it ...
see you soon...”

Alex said nothing, as the Watcher
walked away. He merely clenched his teeth in anger, popping his
jaws. It was the challenge that intrigued him. It was the chase
that motivated him.

Suddenly, Alex felt a wave of
realization. He realized that he had just let a potential threat to
Coralie slip away into the dark shadows. Slipping away, to perhaps
one day reappear. And who knew when that would be. There was only
one of him tonight. Next time, though, there would surely be more
to accompany him.

How stupid? How selfish?

For the first time, ever, he
had been the one to put Coralie in danger. He was supposed to be
protecting her. Instead of protection, he had added fuel to the
fire. He had made it game.

He looked around and the Watcher was
nowhere to be found. Alex remembered his words. He had promised
that he would return. That he would be back. And from the look in
his foe's eyes, the Watcher intended to keep his word.

Alex knew that he must alert Cal and
the others, but how was he to explain the events that had just
occurred? How was he to explain what would surely lead to upcoming
events involving Coralie's safety?

Alex looked toward the Collier house,
staring into the silent field between them. He began to make his
way through the waving wheat grass, as it swayed in the warm breeze
that would soon bring summer.

 


* * * * *

 


Coralie sat very still, looking up at
the night sky, hugging her knees for comfort. From this place, up
on her rooftop, it seemed she could see every twinkling star. She
felt small.

The moon shone bright overhead. Bright
enough to illuminate almost every waving strand of wheat grass that
resided in the field beside her house.

Thoughts raced through her mind. Her
thoughts were scrolling so fast, it made her head hurt. She didn't
want to think anymore, but she couldn't stop the thoughts that
trailed through her mind. Her thoughts continued at a pace all
their own.

“Hey, I thought I might find you out
here...”Court said, easing himself out of Coralie's bedroom window
and onto the rooftop.

“Just taking a minute to process
things, you know...”

“Yeah,” Court said, taking a seat
beside her, “I understand, it's a lot to take in.”

“To say the least,” Coralie paused to
take a moment to breathe. “Court -” she started, then pausing
again, only to continue with her next words of declaration. “I've
always known...”

“Always known what?”

“You know, that I am different ...
I've always felt incomplete. Like something was missing. All of
this time was missed.”

With empathy underlying in words,
Court said, “It's okay, you know –”

“What?”

“To be angry...”

“The truth is, I probably should be
angrier with my parents than I am. They knew all along and they've
kept this from me. It's kind of hard to swallow. Something like
that - your own parents betraying you...” Coralie said, her words
filled with hurt.

“Yeah, I blamed them at first, too,
but then -”

Coralie's eyes widened in shock. “You
knew? And you didn't say anything? You didn't tell me? How could
you not tell me?”

“I told you the other night that I
would not rest until I found out exactly what was going on. I had
to get to the bottom of it all.”

“But you knew me, you knew who
I was … you knew all along.”

“Yes, I knew. I know who you are, who
you really are, Cor,” Court turned to face her with intense eyes.
“But you have to understand that I am already a part of this life.
I know things, yes, but I have Elders to listen to. Individuals who
are much higher in rank than myself.”

Coralie commented snidely. “Let me
guess, my father?”

“And mine, as well as some others...”
Court said, with confirmation.

Coralie shook her head in
understanding.

“But I promise Cor, I didn't know what
they were doing to you until they found us at the lake. That's when
I saw it for myself.”

“Wait – what?”

“I confronted them, your parents,
about the use of their so-called methods of keeping this
life from you.”

“Yeah, and how did that go?” Coralie
asked sarcastically.

“Well, with your Dad, not so good …
and with mine, much worse. When my Dad got word of my confrontation
with your father ... he was very displeased, to say the least.”
Courtland paused, for only a moment. “But I couldn't just stand by
and watch them take away … you. I couldn’t bear to watch
them erase who you are. Life is supposed to be based on
experiences, and you had absolutely none to remember. I could see
how bad it was hurting you, not knowing. I couldn't stand
it.”

“Do you know how? I mean, what it was
exactly that kept my memories from rising to the
surface?”

“I don’t know much, just the
basics.”

“Well, it’s still more than I
know.”

“True. I know that it's been going on
for a long while. Since you were around the age of three, I
think.”

“Three???”

He nodded 'yes', and then said, “After
expressing much concern, though they disagreed with your parents,
some of the Elders got together and pointed them in the direction
of Madame Marisse.”

“Madame Marisse?”

“Yeah -”

“Who’s that?”

“Ever heard of Beings?”

“Like what sort of Beings?”

“Witches, warlocks … Ever heard of the
practicing of Magic?” Court asked.

Coralie's eyes widened.

“I'll take that as a yes.
Madame Marisse told your parents that it would only be temporary.
That it would not work forever. Your bloodline, your heritage,
would one day begin to overcome the Magic. You would one day be too
strong. The potion Madame Marisse gave your parents was supposed to
wipe your memory clean when you were exposed to the
life...”

“Supposed to?”

“Well, it worked, for a while, without
a hitch. But your parents, being the overprotective jewels that
they are, began to give you the potion on a regular basis – when
you were exposed to the 'Warrior life' and when they had but a mere
suspicion that you had been.”

“So, that’s why I can remember certain
things, but not others.”

“After a while, recollection of all
sorts began to seep through the potion's potency...”

“So, if Madame Marisse had been wrong,
and say, that the potion was still working like it was intended, my
parents would have continued this charade, continued to live this
lie right in front of me?”

“No. I admit it, I was angry when I
first found out what they had been doing to you. I wanted to run to
you. I wanted to tell you, but I decided to confront your father
first. He told me of their plans to tell you, plans that were
already in place, long before I confronted him.”

“Only because their methods
were not working anymore.”

“Maybe so. Maybe not.”

“Who's side are you on?”

“Cor, yours, of course ... I'm always
on your side, but I've known your father for a very long
time...”

“Hello, I'm his daughter. I’ve known
him my entire life.”

“I mean, in this life ... I know your
father for who he is. Not as Coralie Collier's father. Not as Mrs.
Collier's husband. And not as Professor Collier from the
University's Biology and Genealogy Departments. I know him as a
fellow Warrior. Let me say, no one questioned him and his
methods of choice more than I, but I began to see his
reasoning.”

“And what was that,
exactly?”

“Your protection.” Court paused to
ensure his sincerity. “Once he suspected that someone may be after
you, things were different. He wanted to tell you, he just didn't
know how.”

“And you truly believe
that?”

“Yes, I do...”

“I don't know.”

“About what?”

“I just don't know what I'm in for,
you know. I feel like I have waited all of my life for this moment,
for this chance … and now, I don't have the fondest idea of what to
do with it.”

“Sure, you do.”

“No, really, I don't know anything
about being a Warrior, let alone a Great Warrior...”

“You don't have to know
everything just yet. The fundamentals are in your blood.
Some things will come so natural. You are a Natural-born Heroine.
There are plenty of things that will come to you as second nature,
and the finer details will come later.”

After a few silent moments ticked by,
Coralie asked quietly, “Court, when did you know? About being a
Warrior, I mean?”

“Like you, I had always had this
feeling that my family was different.”

“So, what? Did you walk up to your
parents one day and start the conversation with – Hey Mom, Dad,
feeling a little strange today ... anything you wanna tell
me?”“ Coralie said, with sarcastic, lighthearted
tone.

“Not exactly, but close...”

“Sorry...”

“Don't be,” Court said, easing
Coralie's feelings of remorse. “Look, I've been an active part of
the Warrior life since I was five...”

“Five???”

“Yes, I'm somewhat of an
overachiever,” Court said, playfully. “I have had the opportunity
to travel with my parents to grasp a better understanding of this
life, and I had begun my training at a very early age.”

“And ???” Coralie asked, anticipating
answers.

With reassurance, Court continued,
“And ... I'm still learning...”

“So, there's still time for me,
eh?”

“Of course, there is. Look, this is
just a new chapter in your life, and if you want, I'll help
you.”

“You'll help me?”

“Yeah, I mean, I can help you with
your transitioning and training, anything you need.”

Coralie gave him a look of gratitude
for his offer and his understanding. Then she took a deep breath.
“I just wish they would have told me sooner, you know. I mean, I
get it ... they were trying to protect me. But why try to protect
me from something that is a part of me? Why protect me from who I
am?”

“Look, Cor … We all make mistakes and
we have to live with them, but shouldn't we be able to take these
mistakes as learning experiences as well. I mean, that's what
mistakes are, after all … aren’t they? Aren’t they are just
opportunities to grow as a person?”

“When did you become such a wise
creature, Courtland Cumberlin?” Coralie teased.

“Been working on it for a while ...
pretty good, huh?” Court teased back, causing Coralie to smirk.
“Now that's what I like to see...” Court said, pausing for a moment
to caress the side of her uplifted cheek bone. “Listen, I've got to
go. I need to check in with my Dad. I'm sure that I'm due for a
run of some sort.”

Coralie started to ask, but without a
word leaving her mouth, Court said, “I'll explain later. You've got
enough to process tonight.” He leaned over and kissed Coralie's
forehead. He then rose to his feet, and walked over to the edge of
the Collier's three story roofline. He turned to her, reminding
her, “I'm serious, about the training ... I'll help you. You have
absolutely nothing to worry about, okay?”

“Thanks, Court.”

“My pleasure, my love ... I’ll see you
tomorrow.” And with those words, Court jumped off of the rooftop
and ran off into the night.

Coralie smiled. Such mixed feelings
and emotions ran through her. Trying to process so much was tiring,
yet she knew there was no way that she would be able to sleep. Not
tonight.

She needed to clear her mind. She
needed to think. The thought crossed her mind to run off to her
thinking place. But she had tried that once
already.

Then another thought waved through her
mind like the blond, waving wheat grass that harbored in the
neighboring field.

Maybe a quick run. Not too
far. Just for a while.

Her actions were as fast as the
thoughts themselves. She felt nothing but air beneath her, as she
leapt off of the three story roof. Nothing, that is, until her feet
landed gently onto the ground below.

She paused for a moment to allow a
smile to creep onto her face.

Accepting this life may
not be so hard, after all.

 


* * * * *

 


Knock. Knock.

“What are you doing here?” Cal asked
as he opened the door.

“I have to talk to you ... It's
important!”

“You could have called.”

“But I was already
here...”

The last word of that sentence sent a
chill across Cal's body. He stepped outside, closing the door
behind him. “Here?”

“Yes, Sir,” Alexander
answered.

“And why were you
here?”

“Whoever it was, I tracked him
here.”

“Do you know who he was or what
information he was after?”

“No, Sir. I don't know who he was or
why he was here.”

“Did you handle it?” Cal asked
sternly.

“Well, sort of...”

“What do you mean, sort of?”
Cal asked, aggravated at this expression.

“Well, Sir, he, umm ... he got
away.”

“Got away!” Cal repeated in
fury.

Trying to explain, though stumbling
over his words, Alex said, “Yes Sir, I seemed to have scared him
away.”

“But you spoke to him?”

“Only for a brief moment.”

“So you confirmed that he was
-”

“Yes, Sir. He is after her ...
but for what reason, I don't know.”

“Nevermind the reason!”

“I will protect her, Sir!” Alex said,
reassuring.

“You had better! This is my daughter's
life we're talking about here!” Cal shouted, then quickly dropped
his pitch, for fear of being heard. “You protect her with every
grain of strength that you have, Alexander. Do you
understand?”

“Yes, Sir –”

“Anything else? Anything at all?” Cal
asked, desperately.

“Yes, Sir. Something about
layers.”

“Layers?”

“Yes, Sir. When he spoke, he said
something about intensity underneath the layers. Almost as
if he could sense what was being felt...”

“Intensity under the layers,
what does that mean?” Cal said, then paused in thought. “Do you
think he has a Gift?”

“Possibly.”

“And you don't know his name or who he
is?”

“No, Sir.”

“Where he’s from? Who sent him,
even?”

“Again, I’m sorry, Sir.”

“Well, then, find out!”

“Yes, Sir. And one more thing, Sir, I
am certain of his return.”

“How certain?” Cal questioned with
deep concern.

“Sir –” Alex began, but quickly
snapped his head, looking away from Cal and in the direction of
her.

He felt her as she leapt and
landed gracefully onto the solid earth. Then he felt the wind on
her face as she ran, swiftly changing direction whenever the notion
hit her.

“What is it?” Cal asked.

Alex relayed, as if reading a message.
“Coralie – she's leaving, Sir.”

He was reading her.

“Alex –” Cal began to give orders, but
was too late.

“I'm on it!” Alex said, before Cal
could finish and swiftly darted in the direction of Coralie's
travel.


Chapter 26

 


As Coralie ran, feeling the wind against her
skin, her mind drifted to a conversation she'd had with her father.
Of course, this conversation taking place long before she had taken
this crazy notion to run off by herself. Allowing her subconscious
to take her where it may. Her father’s words continued to trace
through her thoughts. “When we had you, we knew how important
your life was … we knew we had to protect you, especially with the
chance that Xander might find out about you. But, of course, we
can't be with you twenty-four-seven, can we?”

She shook her head,
seemingly beginning to understand more and more as her dad
spoke.

“So, I did the only thing
that I could … I assigned a Protector to you...”

“A Protector?”

“Yes, a
Protector...”

“So, what ... I have
someone who stalks me all day?”

“If by 'stalks', you mean
'follows and protects you from harm', then yes ... I knew this
Protector would take better care of you than anyone else in the
world.”

“So, this Protector … he’s
like my bodyguard, right?”

“Sort of, but it’s much
different than that. This Protector would always be there, even
when I couldn't … and be an extra hand when I could. He is always
there with you, you just don't know it.”

“Dad, there are still so
many things that I don't know about this life.”

“I know, honey, and you'll
never know how much I regret keeping this from you, how much I
regret not telling you. Not telling you has been the hardest thing
I've ever done.”

“Tell me, Dad. Tell me
what I should know, what I need to know.”

“There's just so much. I
almost don't know where to start.”

“Anywhere, Dad. It's not
like I've got a lot to go on here.”

“Right – well, how about
Encounters? You seem to have had a few run-ins with those
lately.”

“Encounters? What sort of
Encounters?”

“Coralie, you will
Encounter all sorts of Beings out there in our world. We are
Empyreal Warriors from the Angel Bloodlines ... we are the good
guys. We hunt, fight, and battle the bad guys.”

“I get it. Good versus
Evil, right?”

“Yeah, Good versus Evil.
Now, we've had a few good guys turn bad.”

“Rogue
Warriors?”

“Right, but we've also had
some bad guys turn good.”

“They can do that? The bad
guys, I mean?”

“Not all of them, of
course – but yes, some do – and that's when they become part of the
Treaty.”

“A treaty? Like an
agreement?”

“Yes – the Empyreal Treaty
says that any one Being of whom wants to be good and remain that
way, shall by the Blessing of the Angel ... of those Blessed shall
be protected by the Warriors ... but he whosoever crosses the
Treaty, diminishes all immunity and falls from that
protection.”

“So, what happens if
–”

“If such a Cross should
happen ... in certainty, this would result in a Hunt, a Capture,
and a Trial by the Elders.”

“Then, what
happens?”

“Well – they either get
sentenced to some sort of time punishment or –”

Coralie stopped him.
“Gotcha Dad –”

“Cor, honey – you're gonna
have to get a stronger stomach than that.”

“Sorry, I'm a work in
progress...” Coralie paused. “So, this is some serious stuff here?
With the Elders, I mean?”

“Yes, the Elders take
these things very serious.”

“So, what about these
Beings? What type of Beings are we talking about here?”

Nonchalantly, Cal spoke.
“Oh, you know, the usual – Beasts, Mutants, Vamps, and Weres ...
some Faere folk, though most are within the Treaty ... Witches,
Wizards and Warlocks ... and of course, there are a few
Hybrids.”

“Wait a minute – you're
telling me that ... no, this has to be ... I mean, this is like
fairytale stuff, right? This is stuff that I used to read about in
storybooks.” Coralie continued to blunder her phrases, unable to
make sense of it all. “This can't be ... I mean, these Beings, they
can't ... they just don't exist in the real world.”

“They do in this world,
Coralie ... Kiddo, these things that surround you now ... they've
always been there … you've just been shielded from it for so long.”
Cal paused to give a slight smirk. “I don't know how much of your
memory is coming back or how much recollection you've been able to
store away and bring back to the surface – but if there are any
detailed memories underlying in there, you are going to flip when
you see some of our friends and colleagues in their true
identity.”

“What? Do you have friends
that are vampires or werewolves or something?” Coralie asked
sarcastically.

Cal laughed at his
daughter's sarcasm. “Maybe one or two...”

“You're kidding,
right???”

Cal just shook his head,
allowing a grin to spread across his face. “Kiddo, Thessla is not
any ordinary town. Thessla is a joint residence in which Empyreal
Warriors have built and reside here, along with a few of those that
are protected by us. It’s somewhat our Safe Haven...”

“Safe Haven? Dad, someone
is trying to kill me.”

“Well, there are a few
Beings and Rogues that cross into Thessla from time to time for
reasons such as this...”

“Reasons such as ...
me...”

“Well, some are
Messengers, some are Watchers, some are Trackers, and some
–”

“... are
Hunters...”

“Where did you hear
that?”

“I heard you on the phone
the other night, with Mr. Cumberlin I think, or maybe it was one of
the Elders ... I didn’t know exactly what it meant at the time, but
now ... I have a pretty good idea.”

“Yes, there are Hunters
... but Coralie, you have a lot of people out there protecting you,
and there are a lot of eyes out there watching you.”

The latter was what scared
Coralie the most.

 


* * * * *

 


Before she had realized, Coralie had
made it all the way to the trail entrance that Court had brought
her to that led them to Empyreal Lake.

Coralie looked around. It was dark.
And she was alone. But not afraid.

Surely, she could find the lake by
herself. Coralie felt a pull, a need, to find it. Almost as if it
had a string tied to her. She could feel the tug on her soul. She
began to push her way through the brush along the tree-lined
road.

“Hey, Coralie. Whatcha
doing?”

Startled, Coralie jumped back and
stifled a scream by clasping her mouth shut with her own
hands.

“Oh, I'm sorry,” Alex said, quickly.
“I didn't mean to scare you.”

Trying to calm herself, Coralie took a
deep breath. It didn't work. “How did you know? Wait a
minute … are you following me?”

Quickly, trying to reassure her that
he was of no harm to her, Alex said, “No – well sort of...” Alex
realized that was of no help, then began to stumble over his words.
“Okay ... I know that sounded a little strange, but –”

“A little strange???” Coralie
questioned, repressing her panic.

“It’s not what you may
think...”

“So, what is it, then?”

“Well, you see, I was walking, on my
way to Tino's, to grab a late night bite to eat. I
saw you running. I called after you, but you didn't seem to hear
me. I thought maybe you might not want to be bothered, but
something told me to follow you...” Alex paused, in hopes he
had eased her suspicions. “So, am I following you? Technically, yes
... but not in a crazy, stalker kind of way.” When his hopes were
confirmed by a slight smile sliding across her lips, Alex
continued. “Just curious ... where are you going,
anyway?”

“Would you believe that I like to take
late night hikes in the woods???” Coralie asked,
playfully.

Looking skeptical, Alex replied, “I
don't know. Maybe. But I think I know better than
that...”

“Maybe, maybe not. What on earth would
make you think otherwise?”

“Well, I do know that you have very
strong feelings about lone hikers. And, of course, there is the
matter of the bears...”

“The bears, of course...”

“You know, they do like to come out at
night. You have to be careful out there.”

“Oh right...” Coralie said, smiling,
“So, can we leave it at 'I had an insane moment, but now I'm back
from Crazyville’???”

Alex beamed a smile, letting a chuckle
escape before asking, “You hungry?”

“Starving.” Coralie confessed,
realizing she'd never eaten upon return to her house after walking
out on dinner with her parents.

That seemed like ages ago.

“Let's go grab that bite...” Alex
said, coaxing her in the restaurant's direction.

“Well, maybe I shouldn’t – I should
probably get home.”

“Come on, it's fine. I can't let a
crazy girl go hungry, now can I?” Alex coaxed playfully.

“Well, I guess not, but...” Coralie
wavered.

“Come on...”

Coralie dawdled.

Alex motioned, coercing her in the
direction of Tino's Pizzeria.

After a few moments, Coralie finally
agreed. She began their trek toward the restaurant, walking closely
to him.


Chapter 27

 


Court stood watching the two of them through
the window. Though there were two of them sitting at the
restaurant's black and white checkerboard table, Court only
concerned himself with one.

Her.

He only wanted to make certain that
she would be okay. That she wasn't amongst any harm. But then
again, what was his worry? She was with him. Her safety was
his duty. That fact didn't stop his worries. It only brought on
more worrisome feelings to the surface.

Court knew Coralie. He knew her heart.
He knew that he shouldn't have these insecure feelings, but they
were there just the same.

He watched them smile and laugh as
they chatted as new friends. He watched Coralie as she sat across
from someone whom he loathed so much.

Coralie sat unknowing. So beautiful.
So innocent.

She had no idea who sat across from
her sharing a medium Tino's Italian Pie.

But Court did.

Court knew all about him. Where he had
come from. Where he had been. What he was here for now. Wasn't
that just like him – to come around, show himself now, and try to
swoop in and – ah, who did he think he was kidding, anyway,
Court thought to himself. With the Blood that he had running
through his veins, a person may tend to think that one's thoughts
would be more pure of heart. Must have been some mutation in the
bloodline or a mix-up at birth ... Court chuckled at his own
childish thought.

Court had let his mind wander. Had he
let it wander too far? Had he almost lost track of why he was there
in the first place?

No. Never.

He could never let her out of his
sights. She meant too much to him. Though she had a Protector, no
one could assure Coralie's safety, as far as Court was concerned,
but himself.

Then almost as if he had heard the
challenge, Alex turned his head, looked out of the window into the
eyes of a familiar foe. Someone he had known most, if not all of
his life. I know you can hear my thoughts, Court heard.
Now, back-off friend.

Court nodded with a continuance of his
challenging eyes and Alex nodded back acceptingly with a
glare.

Coralie started to turn in the
direction of Alex's line of sight. But when she did, her eyes saw
nothing but the darkness of night. Darkness only slightly
illuminated by Tino's red glowing sign, strategically placed
outside of the restaurant’s window. Court had slipped quickly into
the shadows, knowing that Alex, though loathing him all the time,
wouldn't give him away.

“What were you looking at just now?”
Coralie asked, suspiciously. She knew that she had looked out into
night and saw only darkness. But she also felt someone's presence.
Someone was out there.

“What?”

“I saw you look out of the window,
just now. You nodded, as if you were acknowledging
someone.”

Alex shrugged the notion off as if it
were nothing.

“Was someone out there? Watching
us?”

Alex grinned. “I've told you before,
you never know who may be out there watching you. But for now, I
wouldn't worry too much about that.”

“It just seems a little
creepy out there, you know … I just can’t shake the feeling that
someone’s out there.”

“Trust me. You're safe with me. I
promise...”

Coralie allowed a grin to sweep across
her lips. She allowed this, knowing that Alex was right. That he
spoke of nothing other than truth. Somehow she knew that she was
safe with him. Somehow she knew was able to forget about
everything around her.

Alex stared at her with charmed eyes.
This gave Coralie a sense of familiarity and comfort.

Coralie watched as the corners of his
mouth drew upward as he spoke of something familiar. His eyes
gleamed as he laughed at her jokes. She noticed that nonchalantly
taped the side of his glass, half-filled with iced tea, almost
harmonious with her nervous finger tapping of the tiled
table.

He smiled as he caught her studying
him. “What?”

Coralie's cheeks filled with red,
knowing she had been caught. She shrugged nervously. She didn't
want to tell him that her thoughts were consumed with his every
characteristic, his every feature in detail. For whatever reason,
she didn't want to lie to him, either. “Sorry...”

“For what?”

“Just studying you now ... it's just
that you are so, I don't know, familiar to me.”

“Familiar, huh?”

“Yeah, it's like I know you from
somewhere in my past or something.”

“Well, you know, we did just meet a
few hours ago ... maybe the short time lapse, mixed with your
escape to Crazyville, is just too much for you to
handle.”

Smiling, Coralie said, “Yeah, that's
probably it...” Then she paused for a moment to change the subject.
“So, where are you from, anyway? I mean, I know that you said that
you were travelling, and that you were here visiting your
grandparents. But where are your parents? Do they get visits too?”
She paused, giving Alex a chance to answer. When he didn't, she
added, “I mean, I’m just wondering where you grew up?”

“Funny, not too far from here. My
parents have been gone a long time, a very long time...” Alex
hesitated in his words, but Coralie didn't dare interrupt with
another question for fear he'd stop without detail. “A family
friend took me in for a while, they were really great. They took
really good care of me.” Coralie's confused look prompted Alex to
add, “I would visit with my grandparents quite frequently then,
too. They traveled a lot - that's one of the reasons why I couldn't
live with them.”

Seemingly, by the look on her face, he
had answered a question, so he continued. “Now, don’t get me wrong
… they always took time with me when they were in town. So, maybe
it runs in the blood, this love for travel. As I got a little bit
older, I began to catch the travel bug, myself. So, now that my
grandparents have slowed their pace a bit, I try to repay them with
as frequent a visit as I can.”

“That's nice of you...” Coralie said,
allowing her thoughts to become words.

Not giving her a chance to regret
speaking aloud, Alex jumped back in, with a smile. “Yeah … well,
you know, I'm just that kind of guy...”

She returned his smile, then allowed
it to fade, as she moved into what she thought may be a sketchy
sort of territory. She began to gather her words, choosing very
carefully, as she did not know what Alex's reaction may be to her
next question. Stumbling to find the right words, she finally
managed to say, “Alex, I'm sorry, about your parents, I mean
–”

“It’s okay,” Alex said, shrugging
nonchalantly.

“But Alex –”

“Really … I know where they
are...”

Coralie looked at him again with
confused eyes. Alex smirked, and with a glimmer in his
eyes.

“So, you used to live around here? I
have lived here most all of my life and I can't remember –” she cut
herself off, trying to find words. “I mean, I would have thought
that I would remember you.”

“Yeah, well, let's just say, that I
tend to blend well into the background.”

“What does that mean?”

“Just that I have quite a way with
making myself invisible to those around me.”

Something in his words made her
question further. Was he like her? Did he know about her? About
this life? “I don't see how … I mean, you say that you can make
yourself invisible … what does that mean?” she paused,
trying to downplay the questioning motives in her voice, then
asked, “What? Do you have some sort of special powers or
something?”

“Your check –” said the waitress,
interrupting them by sitting the ticket in between the two of
them.

Alex smiled. “Nothing special, I
guess, just the ability to fuse into the backdrop.”

Coralie eyed him strangely. “So, this
family friend, do you still keep in touch?”

With a humored sigh, Alex replied,
“Yeah, a lot more now, it seems, than we used to...” then trying to
change the subject, Alex looked down at his watch and said, “Wow,
would you look at the time...”

“What about it?”

“11:30, almost midnight...”

Coralie tried to soften her
questioning glower, but she had a feeling that attempt was
unsuccessful. Instead of questioning him agreeably, like she knew
that she wanted to, she let out words that had defensive
written all over them. “What? Are you going to turn into a pumpkin,
or something?”

Alex leaned in across the table,
sensing her defense rising. “I like you, Coralie ... that is, I
enjoy your company and I like spending time with you.”

Coralie was caught by
surprise.

“I would like to hang out with you
again ... soon. There may be reasons why this feels so familiar, so
comfortable … so natural.”

“What are you talking
about?”

“I know that you don't understand, but
it's complicated...”

“Complicated...”

Alex leaned in closer, attempting to
quiet her. Though she hadn't yet, Alex had noticed. Others were
beginning to catch glimpse of their table. He didn't want to bring
more attention their direction. Especially, since to others that
surrounded them, their setting looked very different from
the one of which Coralie thought they could see.

“Yes, complicated. I can explain
later, but right now, I should probably get you home.”

Coralie answered with
silence.

“I could walk you home, keep you safe.
You know, you can never be too careful. You never know when some
crazed stalker could be following you.”

Allowing herself to soften, Coralie
rejoined, “Just to be reassured, you're not speaking from recent
experience, are you?”

Alex shook his head with a grin. “Any
takers?” he prompted, motioning towards the door.

“You know, I can take care of
myself...” Coralie spouted, over-sensitively.

“Oh, I'm sure that you can,” Alex
said, trying to not sound condescending, “but it would make
me feel much better if you would just oblige by saying
okay.”

“I don’t need your assistance. I can
take care of myself.”

“So, you have informed me … twice,
now.”

“Well, I just wanted to make certain
that you heard me the first time.”

“Okay, so maybe you'd consider
half-way.”

“You are not going to let me leave
here alone, are you?”

“Not a chance...”

Giving in, Coralie sighed. “Okay, fine
... if you must...” then she stood, abruptly. “Well, come on ...
let's go...”

Smirking, Alex said in a playfully
patronizing tone, “I thought you would see it my way...”

Coralie shrugged, making her way to
the door, rolling her eyes a bit as she slid passed him. “Ugh!
Don't push it, superman...”

He smiled, rising gracefully to his
feet, and moved quickly. Coralie didn't know how, but he'd made it
passed her, and was standing at the front entrance of the
restaurant, holding the door open for her.

“My lady...” he said, motioning for
her to pass through.

Suddenly, his words - something in his
tone - struck a chord and rang through Coralie’s brain. This caused
a single thought passed through her mind.

Courtland.


Chapter 28

 


Buzz. Buzz.

Taking his phone from his jacket
pocket, Court answered, “Hey, Cris.”

“Hey Brother, listen –”

Court had just arrived in his
driveway, beginning to dismount his motorcycle. His mind was not on
talking with his sister. His mind was far from where he stood. It
was with her. Of course, nowhere else other than with
Coralie. “Look, Sis, I really don't have time to chat.” Court
started, looking around his family's homestead place.

“For this, you do...” Criston
interrupted her brother’s words with assertion.

Her tone caught Court by surprise.
Giving his sister the floor to talk, he said, “Okay, I'm
listening...”

Whether or not he would find this
information important or not was of no matter. Allowing her to
speak was respectable of not only his sister, but another Empyreal
Warrior. No matter what his mind was stuck on, he would respect
that of her.

“Court, you know where I'm at and what
I'm doing here, right?”

“Yes – now, get to the point!” Court
said, in agitation.

“Have you seen it?”

“Seen it? Seen What?” Court grilled
with intensity. Criston had always had a flare for the dramatics.
If this was her motive for contact, this was not the time. “Criston
–”

“I've just heard – I swear, or you
know I would have called sooner.” Criston confessed this painfully
to her older brother, knowing that the knowledge of what she knew
would only hurt him. That was the thing about siblings. When one
hurts, the other does just the same. A moment of silence was
exchanged between the hushes on the line.

“Oh no –” Court allowed the words to
slip from his lips. He saw what his sister was talking about. He
saw them. All of them.

First to come, a vision swept
in front of his eyes, black on black.

He saw her
coming.

“You see it, don't you?”

“Yes,” he admitted,
reluctantly.

“They know. They all know. They’ve
gotten word, and they are coming after her, Court -”

She waited for Court to say something,
say anything, but there was nothing but silence that answered
her.

“Court?” Criston called
out to her brother. Nothing. “Court –”She cried out, again,
toward the other end of the line. Still nothing.

Court was already gone.

 


* * * * *

 


Courtland, Coralie
thought.

Just the passing of his name through
her mind made everything around her seem so distant. Coralie
realized that this had been the first time, since she had run into
Alex earlier in the night, that she had traced Court's name across
her mind. A rarity in itself. Since the moment she had met Court,
he was all that she could think about. And now, she couldn't recall
one Court-related thought passing through her mind in the last
three hours. She suddenly felt the weight of guilt push down on
her. “You know, maybe I should make my own way back home,
you know, by myself...”

Alex began to argue his point.
“Coralie – we've been through this.”

“I know, it's just that –”

Alex stopped and turned Coralie toward
him. “Look, Coralie … you may not realize this, but your safety and
protection means a whole lot to a whole lot of people, including
me...”

Coralie not knowing what to say stood
silent.

Alex continued, “... you mean more
than you'll ever know...”

“To whom?” she whispered.

Alex just stared at her
intensely.

Coralie was at a loss for words. But
there was something in his intense eyes which made her agree.
Without much more than an agreeing nod, the two of them began to
walk in the direction of the Collier’s house.

They had been walking for a few
moments, with not more than a few murmurs exchanged between them.
Thoughts continued to fly through Coralie's mind. Thoughts of
Court. Thoughts of Alex. Thoughts of the last few weeks. Trying to
put together all of the pieces to this puzzle, also known as her
life, had been so tiring.

Coralie realized that this felt
good. Really good.

A normal, easy, conversation about
nothing. Nothing to do with powers. Nothing to do with secrets.
Nothing to do with stolen and lost memories.

Her thoughts were suddenly interrupted
by Alex's voice. “You seem to be pretty deep in thought. Anything
you want to talk about?”

“No – Sorry, just random thoughts, I
guess.”

Coralie stopped suddenly at the sound
of something close to them. She noticed that Alex had stopped too,
but assumed it was due to her own abrupt halt in step. Though she
assumed it was a coincidence, she asked her question
anyway.

“Alex, did you hear that?”

Alex didn't say a word, but Coralie
felt him take a protective stance, closer to her.

A slow crackle of earth.

Then another.

Coralie looked ahead, then gasped, as
she watched a dark, slim, silhouette of a body step out against the
shadows of the empty, tree-lined road.

 


* * * * *

 


Court sped as fast as he could across
town on his motorcycle.

Visions sweeping in, one after
another. Plans were being made. Targets were being set. All of them
having to do with Coralie.

He had to stop them. All of
them.

The first was coming ...
soon.

They would be quick. Court knew
that he had to be quicker.

He saw visions of
black.

Black silhouettes and black shadows
swirled around, seeking her out. Her existence had surely
spread like wild fire. Or at least it would after this encounter.
He had to find Coralie before she did. Before any of the
Others did.

Visions continued to flow freely
through Court's mind. This was the part about his Gift that he
loathed. Especially now that things were
different.

Though Coralie had always been a part
of his life, this was the first time that he had been a real part
of hers. He had been waiting on this, on her, for such a
long time. But now, everything was at stake. The love of his
life was being threatened and he would do anything to protect
her.

Anything.

He couldn't just sit back and leave
this to her Protector. He would have to take matters into
his own hands.

Court searched through any thought
that may be swirling around in close vicinity of her. He
continued in jumping from thought to thought, when he suddenly saw
her.

His search was over.

He’d found her, or them
rather.

He could hear her thoughts
along with his. His were filled with her. Hers
were fearful and confused. He knew that he had to hurry. Court sped
faster, along the dark tree-lined street, trying to reach them in
time.

He would not allow this to be the
end.


Chapter 29

 


Coralie watched the slender, dark figure step
out of the shadows and onto the paved road ahead. Then she saw,
what looked like shadows, follow the figure, hovering behind
it.

The dark figure stepped into a beam of
light cast down by a street lamp, showing herself. All along
the while, the shadows remained what they were – shadows, even in
the beam of light. The willowy woman was dressed all in black, with
sleek, long black hair pulled tight into a slicked back tress that
trailed all the way down her back. She was dressed all in black
clothing that looked tailored made to fit her every curve, as
though she had any. Her look was finished off with matching black
stiletto boots – which, Coralie decided, was an intimidation
maneuver.

“Ah, pity that you had to bring your
loyal, liable sidekick,” the woman said, directing her words to
Coralie. She then turned to Alex, “Though my fight is not with you,
it'll be fun taking you out as well, Alexander.”

Coralie glanced at Alex, questioning,
not understanding, but turned back to the woman quickly.

“You don't know how long that I've
waited for this moment, for this challenge… that is,” the woman
paused, glaring at Coralie, “... if you can call it a
challenge...”

“Wait, Tempest … it doesn't have to be
this way!” Alex shouted, desperately.

“Oh, but it does, Alexander...”she
began to explain, “... you know who she is ... you know
what I am and what I'm here for...”

“But Tempest … I don’t understand. Why
now?”

“It was all for this
moment...”

“It was all a lie?!?” Alex
roared.

“Ah, little puppet, of course, it was.
Don't you realize the legend that I will become, the power that I
will obtain when I destroy her.”

“Alex,” Coralie was finally able to
mutter out amidst all of her misunderstanding.

Avoiding having to give a fearful
answer to Coralie’s certain, but unspoken question, Alex continued
as if she had remained quiet.

“You won't!” Alex growled. “I won't
allow it!”

Tempest laughed at his intensity.
“Step aside, puppet ... she's mine...”

Tempest unleashed her fury in the
means of the shadows that surrounded her. The shadows that began
traveling in their direction, had begun to take form into about a
dozen overgrown, mutated arachnids of some sort. Their spiny,
prickly legs began making their way toward them.

As the forming figures approached the
two of them, Alex sprang into action, violently striking at them,
sending the mutants in the opposite direction of their contact
point.

Coralie's instinct was to fight,
though she realized there was no need. One by one, the arachnids
were defeated by a slice or jab from Alex's forceful arm or leg.
When the arachnids were harmed enough, they disintegrated into thin
air, leaving behind only a fading dark fog in their place. After
all of them had dissipated, Alex began his trudge toward
Tempest.

“Alex, no!” Coralie shouted in
desperation, but Alex disregarded her plea.

Tempest grinned sinisterly as Alex
approached her. “They said that you would try and protect her
–”

Alex said nothing.

Coralie watched as Tempest seemed to
form shadows from the palms of her own hands. With a snap of her
fingers, the shadows formed into tiny daggers. She motioned slowly,
with her frail-looking fingers, turning the daggers in the course
of Coralie and Alex, who stood protectively beside her.

Coralie's breath caught in
fear.

A moment of silence hung in the night
air.

With a sneering grin, then a slight
bite of her lip, Tempest flicked her fingers forward. The minuscule
daggers began their destined travel straight for the place where
the both of them stood.

Coralie, without thinking a second
more, threw her hands up in the air and gritted her teeth,
compelling her strength outward. The daggers stopped in mid-air.
Tempest's eyes widened with fury at first, then with fear, as the
daggers began to turn toward her in focus.

Everything was true. Everything
Tempest had heard about this Warrior was true. She had to be the
Great One. She had to be the Great Warrior. 

“Coralie, you don't have to do this!”
Alex shouted.

Anger was coursing through Coralie's
veins. Pent up anger from weeks, months, even years, of secrets
sourced through her. “She wanted to kill us, Alex! She wanted to
kill you and me, both. I won't allow this! I won't allow her to
repeat her attempt. This ends now!”

“Now look at that ... spoken like a
true Warrior.” Tempest added, snidely.

Coralie kept her stare upon
Tempest.

“You're not like them ... you are
different, so different. You are so different in so many ways.”
Alex continued, pleading with her, knowing that she wasn't ready
for this just yet.

Why did Tempest have to plan this now?
Element of surprise, he guessed. She would have had to have
an inside source ... But who?

“Am I, Alex? Am I so different?”
Coralie distressfully cried out in angst.

“Come on, Cor … trust me...”Alex said,
resounding.

Coralie began, skeptical and
untrusting, “Trust you? But you knew ... you knew and you didn't
even –”

“Cor – please!” Alex pleaded with her,
with intensity in his eyes. He pleaded because he knew what was to
come if she followed through with her actions.

Tempest kept her eyes fixed on Coralie
in the same fashion that Coralie's were fixed upon her. Only
Tempest's eyes were filled with alarm.

Coralie stood silent,
unmoving.

Finally, after a few moments, she
began to slowly lower the suspended shadowed daggers. Just as she
did, Tempest let a grin spread across her face. Not in gratitude
for her life, but as an opportunity for another attack upon the
supposed Great Warrior.

Tempest quickly formed two shadows in
the palms of her hands. She allowed them to take shape and form
into two cinquedea blades, each of which resembled ancient short
sword blades.

Coralie's fear set heavy in her chest,
knowing she had been fooled.

Tempest flicked her delicate, slender
fingers in Coralie's direction, sending the two cinquedea blades
directly toward her.

This time she was after the
kill.

With all of her strength, recoiled in
an instant, Coralie with outstretched hands held the two blades
each affixed in mid-air. She then re-lifted the daggers that she
had begun to lower to the ground.

Coralie quailed with ire as she slowly
turned the blades and daggers back in Tempest's path.

“Coralie –” a voice shouted, causing
Coralie to drop her concentration along with shadowed blades and
daggers. She turned toward the sound of the voice, in the midst of
the sound of crashing metal on the paved road.

“Court?” Coralie shouted, questioning
his presence.

“Coralie, don't –” Court shouted,
panicked and running toward her.

When he reached them, he muttered
annoyed words toward Alex, gritting them through his teeth. “I
thought you said that you had this ... that she would be
protected?”

“I do! And she is!”

“Court?” Coralie questioned
again.

“Well, isn't this nice,” said Tempest
entertained with the feeling of regaining some position, or at
least she thought as such. “It seems that my two for one special,
has just become a three for all...”

Shadows arose from behind the dark,
slight silhouette of her body and began to surround her. As the
shadows began to take their form, Coralie acted upon her Warrior
instinct once more and didn't hesitate a moment longer. She held
out her hands, not wasting time or strength on grasping anything in
mid-air. She did not even wish to waste it manipulating the shadows
that targeted her and her friends.

Coralie, with outstretched hands and
all of her strength, gave a cross, miming, shoving motion, sending
a forcing blow toward Tempest and the shadows that surrounded her.
The forcing blow caused Tempest to stagger backwards and the
shadows that were swirling around her to dissipate.

Coralie quickly summoned one of the
cinquedea blades and grasped it in mid-air, then immediately
forcefully sent it travelling in Tempest's path. Before the soaring
blade sliced through her, Tempest disintegrated into the dark night
around her, leaving behind only a dark miasma that lingered for
only a moment before doing the same.

Coralie stood, motionless, unbelieving
of the events that she had just witnessed. Events that she had just
been a part of. Events that should not be real, but she knew
without a doubt that they were.

“Coralie – are you okay?” she heard
two voices ask, harmoniously concerned.

Coralie finally allowed one word to
breathlessly slip from her lips. “Yeah...”

“Cor, let's get you home.”

“Court, I had things under
control.”

“Alex, I can take over from
here.”

“Wait a second, how do you two know
each other?” Coralie asked, perplexed.

“It's a long story –” Alex
started.

“Yeah, one that can wait for
tomorrow...” Court concluded, leaving no room for
argument.

But that didn't stop Coralie in
trying. “… one that I would love to hear...”

Alex jumped at the chance to chime in.
“… and one that I’d love to tell...”

Irritated, Court clarified, “Cor, I
promise we can make the time for more stories tomorrow. Your
parents are worried and we should really get you home, okay?” He
took her hand, and began leading her away from Alex. “So, can we go
now and discuss this later?”

The two of them began to walk in the
opposite direction of Alex, silence falling all around
them.

“Coralie –” Alex called out, causing
Coralie to turn immediately toward him. When Alex knew he had her
attention, he continued, “… tomorrow, Cor ... I can explain
everything ... I just –”

“You're like me. You knew...” Coralie
affirmed, with hurt in her voice.

This tore at Alex's chest,
painfully.

“Yes, I knew ... and I've known all
along. But I’ve never lied to you ... everything I've ever said to
you has been true. Everything...” Alex explained in desperation. He
paused, moving closer, grabbing her hand. “Please believe me ... I
never meant to hurt you.”

At this slight of notion, Court's jaw
clinched, but he awaited Coralie's reaction.

Coralie nodded, then slowly let go of
Alex’s hand. “I do believe you, Alex...”

“Tomorrow, then...” Alex said,
attempting to confirm his assumption.

She nodded. Offset, but
acceptingly.

Coralie turned back to Court, and they
began their trudge toward his motorcycle, sitting at the edge of
the tree-lined road. She could feel Alex's eyes still resting upon
her as she walked away.

“He'll be fine...” said Court, reading
her without even looking at her. “He'll be following us anyway,”
Court started, “... it's his duty...” Realizing his words, he
stopped, and then looked at her.

Coralie's eyes were questioning and
confused.

“Forget that I said anything. You've
been exposed to enough tonight. I'll enlighten you with all of the
mind-numbing details later, okay? This, too, can wait 'til
tomorrow.”

This seemed to be the theme of her
life. Everything to be explained later. Everything to be continued
...

Exhausted, and not wanting to put up
an argument, Coralie resisted the urge to protest Court's choice of
transportation. She threw her leg up and over the back of the seat,
straddling the motorcycle. She sat snug behind Court, reaching
around his waist, closed her eyes, and held on tight.

Without a word, Court cranked the
engine and sped off, just the two of them ... with Alex trailing
not far behind.


Chapter 30

 


Xavier could hear the sound of his own
footsteps echoing throughout the shadowy passageway. Live, fire-lit
wall torches illuminated the darkened stone hallway into a soft
orange and red glow.

As he approached one of the chamber
doors, he could hear proverbial voices getting louder, all very
familiar. He paused, beginning to listen very carefully.

The door leading to the chamber room
was slightly closed, giving privacy to those who sat on the other
side of it. Xavier noticed a slight peek of luminosity seeping
through the door. He searched the woody surface until he found the
crack from which it came. He stood almost silent and motionless,
surveying the chamber through the crack in the old wooden
door.

Xavier could see the flicker of
similar fire lit torches, perched on the walls inside of the
chamber. Though he could only barely make out some of the faces
amongst the ones inside the stone-walled room, he found himself
recognizing and individualizing the voices of those who sat around
the giant, dark, oak table.

Xavier considered himself to be an
intricate member of the party, and yet the invitation to this
particular meeting had somehow fallen to the wayside, never making
into his hands.

First, the thought occurred to him,
that the Others may have simply overlooked his involvement
and the need to contact him.

Maybe he would be bothered with such
details. Maybe he would be too busy to attend. Maybe he would be
too engaged on his mission work in the field to be troubled with
such an assembly.

Though, the idea to him seemed
somewhat realistic, he quickly pushed the thought aside due to the
fact that everyone in The Guard knew his dedication to this
mission.

A second thought soon occurred
...

Would the Others try to push
him aside as unnecessary? Surely not. Assuredly, he could never be
thought of as needless, unwarranted, excessive. He allowed this
thought to pass very quickly.

Finally, the thought passed of the
Heads – Head of Divisions. Head of Missions. Head of Council. The
latter being the most intricate of them all.

This was his connection to the inside.
The Head of Council would simply inform him of any plans made in
the early morning. This knowledge eased his angst of
exclusion.

The Head of Council was clever. Xavier
could read his feelings. Everything was going according to
his plan. He would not dare reveal all of his
tricks so soon. He wanted their trust first, and then he
would decide to move forward.

Though Xavier would surely hear the
recap soon after the meeting was over, he moved closer to the door.
Deciding on the fact that he didn’t want to miss one word of the
advancing design of the deliberate strategy, he listened closely to
the blending murmurs.

Suddenly, one voice made its way
through the intermingled voices. “But, Sir, how do we know that she
is even the One?”

The Head of Council began to speak,
but before a sound could leave his mouth, a familiar voice spoke.
“She is the One.”

“You don’t know for certain.” A voice
argued.

The familiar voice spoke again very
clearly. “I have seen what she can do.”

“Have the Fortunes not spoken? Have
they not Declared her?” A voice questioned.

Another voice spoke up out of the
amalgam. “How can we trust that the Fortunes’ readings and
interpretations are precisely correct? Could they not be
mistaken?”

The Head of Council spoke again,
trying to contain his controlled temperament. “You must trust that
I have extended all resources in making for certain that we are
making accurate, just decisions and choices as we move forward in
our plans. That we are searching for the True Great Empyreal
Warrior. And that she will bring us power as we rise against our
foes – those who have turned their backs on us, those who have
betrayed us, and those who will be forced to bow down to our
demands and to reconcile within their defeat.”

Seemingly pleased with their leader’s
promises, a hush fell over their concerns.

Then one voice asked, engaging the
Others within the Council, “So, what is our next move,
Sir?”

“Decisions are being made. Very soon,
we will be given the opportunity to move in closer to our prey. We
have still got some ground to cover, but soon, very soon, my loyal
companions, we will have the life and the power that we have all so
longed for...”


Epilogue

 


Court stepped through Coralie's third story
bedroom window, and walked out onto the rooftop. He took a seat by
Coralie, who sat soundlessly looking up at the stars. She felt
refreshed, having taken a shower as soon as she had arrived home
and changed clothes. A mute attempt to erase the night ... or at
least tuck it away for a while.

Court spoke up, disrupting the silence
of the dark night surrounding them. “You okay?”

“I don't know...”she answered,
softly.

“Wanna talk about it?” he
offered.

“Tonight was a little much, you know
... and now that I -”

“Now that you what?”

“All I ever wanted was to know the
truth. The truth about what was going on around me. Why I couldn't
remember my life … why I’ve never felt quite normal … why I've
always felt so different in an oh-so-normal life. I wanted so bad
to remember, to have my memories again, and now they're flooding
the pages of my mind...”

“And that's a bad thing?”

“No, it's just that...”

“What? Cor, you can tell
me...”

“It’s just that … I think that I have
more than just mine in there...”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I think that somehow since
I'm able to access my own memories now ... somehow, I'm also able
to access others...”

“Others...”

She nodded. “I'm remembering things,
but some of memories are not mine … they’re not my
memories...”

“I know that you probably don't want
to hear this right now, but this may be another one of your Gifts.
We all have something that we can do naturally great or can be
trained very well to do … but you seemed to have been Blessed with
more than one of these extraordinary Gifts ... kind of cool,
huh?”

“Cool?”

“Yeah…”

“I have the power to suspend things in
mid-air, and to toss things about without even touching them. I
have the power to travel at just under warp speed when I decide to
go for a leisurely run. And now, I can see other people's memories,
relive the moments with them, and who knows what else. I don't know
if 'cool' is the word that I am looking for, exactly...”

“I think 'cool' fits just fine. Look,
we'll talk to your Dad, and I know he'll probably want to consult
the Great Book. Maybe we can find some answers in there...” Court
said, trying to be helpful in easing her angst, “By the way,
speaking of your father – I just spoke with him downstairs, and
he's put out an alert. He's warning the Elders and the other
Warriors of the potential threat.”

Coralie went silent again.

“Cor –” Court began.

Coralie turned toward him, in fear of
his upcoming words.

With this, Court continued. “There has
always been reason for alarm, for distress, for apprehension. There
has always been reason for your protection, you know, with the fear
of them finding out about you, the fear of them searching
for you, and the fear of them finding you. But now –” he paused,
gathering his thoughts. “Now, things are different. Our fears have
most certainly become a reality, and the reasons for those fears
are certain to be attempted to be carried out...”

Coralie didn't have any accessible
words, so she remained reticent.

This allowed for Court's continuance.
“Cor, with tonight's encounter, the dynamics have
changed.”

“What do you mean?”

“Tonight’s encounter with Tempest was
a game-changer.” Court paused gathering his thoughts. “Oh, Cor … I
wish you hadn’t –”

“I had no choice!” Coralie shouted,
cutting Court’s words and allowing her own words to flow
freely.

“You always have a
choice...”

“I had to do something. I couldn't
just stand there and do nothing.”

“That's what Alex was supposedly there
for ... and now, the wonderment of you will be over. Every last one
of the Others will find out about your true existence and
they will attempt to come after you.”

“But how? Tempest is gone. She
dissipated before our very eyes, just as her shadowed creatures
did.”

“Yes, she vanished, but it doesn't
mean that she is gone.”

“What does that mean?”

“Tempest is a Rogue Warrior. She is
practicing as a High Witch. She has great power, new power ... and
she is in search of more, much more. Our encounter with her tonight
– whether a defeat or not – will surely result in a hunt.
“

“So, a search and destroy mission with
my name written all over it, huh?”

“This is not joke. The Others
are coming after you, Coralie...” he paused, trying to retain
composure. “Before, it was just a wild goose chase of a myth, a
legend ... now, with confirmation, you have become their number one
priority...”

“Then, I'll fight them...” Coralie
said, with such determination and conflict in her voice.

“Spoken like a true Warrior...” Court
allowed a slight smirk to appear on his lips just before fading
again.

Coralie quickly looked at him. “She
said that.”

“Who said what?”

“Tempest. She said that very same
thing. She said those same words to me. But Alex said that it
wasn't true … he said that I was different.”

He shifted towards her. “You are
different, Cor. You are a Warrior, yes ... but your heart, your
soul, your purpose … you are meant to be much different.”
Then Court paused to gather his thoughts and words. “Your soul is
so pure, and according to the Great Book, your purpose is somewhat
dependent upon that. You were born for this. Not to be like
me, not to be like Alex, not even to be like your parents. You were
meant to be ... well, you.”

Coralie shrugged. “I know that was
supposed to help my feelings ... but –” Coralie paused, then began
to speak again, but stopped when she looked into Court's eyes and
felt everything he was feeling.

Hurt, pain, regret. Regret for words
that he was about to release from his very own lips.

“Coralie ... I am Warrior, a First
Warrior, the youngest ever, in fact. You may not quite understand
all of this yet, but I will try to explain myself as comprehensible
as possible. I have trained and worked very hard for the position
that I hold. But I know that with that position comes extreme
obligation and responsibility. When the Elders call a mission, I'll
be the first to go...”

“No, Court –” she began to
protest.

“It's out of my hands. Arrangements
are being prepared as we speak.” Court said, looking out into the
night.

“But you don’t know … I mean, we can
stop them, we can postpone them, even...” Coralie
pleaded.

Court shook his head. “It won’t work.
Plans are being made ... you can’t easily dissuade the
Elders.”

“But how do you know that for sure?
How do you know about their plans? I mean, it’s not like
–”

He turned and looked into Coralie’s
eyes, deep into her soul. She felt what he felt. His thoughts, his
fears, his pain. She swallowed hard, pushing the feelings down into
the pit of her stomach. “You can hear them, can’t you?”

He nodded without a word, which there
was no need for.

For the first time, Coralie listened.
She heard every word, every thought, loud and clear. “No, Court!
You can't leave me. I need you. They can't split us apart,” she
cried out in panic. “No, no, I won't have it! We are much stronger
when we are together.”

He smiled, moving in closer than
before, looking into her eyes. He lifted his hand to grab a hold of
hers. “Now, that's...,” he paused, shaking his head, “... so,
untrue...”

“It's not – “ Coralie cried out again.
“It’s not – I need you!”

“The truth is that I am much stronger
with you. But you ... you are much stronger than any of us, Coralie
... much stronger … even on your own...” Court said,
admittingly.

“No, I don’t believe that.”

He pulled her hand up to his chest and
held her hand there. “I need you to be strong for me. I need you
here ... to stay safe. I need you to do this so that I can complete
my mission – whatever, wherever it may be – and so that I can get
back here … so that I get back to you.”

Though she was trying to fight them,
tears began to well up in her eyes. “But Court –”

“Do this for me, Coralie ... and know
that wherever I am, my heart is always with you. It lies and
resides here,” he moved his free hand up to her chest, and rested
his hand over her heart, “... with you always...” He pulled her
close and kissed her, with his fingertips of one hand still pressed
against her heart. With his other, still holding her hand, he
pressed it closer to his heart. Coralie could feel their hearts
beating harmoniously together. As if they were meant to beat, one
for the other.

Coralie knew that Court was
right.

Because of her actions upon Tempest –
whether merely intended or inflicted – the Warriors' fears had
become a reality. A war wouldn't be too far from certainty if the
Warriors could not gain swift, resilient control of the
Others. Soon everyone would know about Coralie – who
she was, who she was to become.

Coralie looked out into the dark
night, still within Court's embrace. She knew that they were
out there. Those who would try to hurt her and those who would try
to protect her. And the time for the need for one against
the other would come soon.

But as for tonight, it was only her,
Court, and the stars that looked over them ... she would face
tomorrow when it came.
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